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Introduction 


On the Intersections of 
Archives and History 


This book began with a casual encounter between a historian and an archivist, 
much like the ones that occur when scholars come to the archives. The historian 
wanted to discuss some general problems about accessing materials, the archivist 
more than willing to offer counsel but somewhat amused by how little the histo- 
rian seemed to know about what the archival process was really about. In this 
instance the doors that swung open were not the often imposing entrances to 
historical repositories, but those of a prolonged and increasingly interesting con- 
versation. And somewhat to our surprise, as is often the case with archival schol- 
arship, the result turned out to be the book that follows. 

One might say that a historian enters the archives in a similar way: the doors 
open, whether physically or virtually, and a “conversation” begins. The scholar 
comes with questions to a place of imagined and unexpected possibilities, the 
archivist usually ready and willing to help. Things begin routinely, perhaps by 
storing a backpack, signing in, and finding a comfortable place in the reading 
room. The scholar meets the archivist; the scholar’s questions meet the resources 
of the archives and the experience and understanding of the archivist. First the 
finding aids, then perhaps an impatient wait, finally the files themselves, in old 
boxes or pristine electronic formats. The historian begins to process the vestiges 
of the past into some new form of understanding, rarely giving any thought to the 
fact that the “vestiges” themselves—letters, memos, reports, all sorts of docu- 
ments—have already been processed by archivists into what the scholar will 
hopefully think are interesting materials. The historian uses the materials to 
process historical information and understanding; the archivist processes the ma- 
terials to allow this information and understanding to be “uncovered.” This pro- 
cessing takes place at many levels and on the basis of a variety of professional and 
conceptual assumptions. 

What the two of us discovered in our own initial conversations was that the 
scholar’s encounter with the archives—so fundamental to the formation of his- 
torical understanding—has rarely been examined in any informed way. What has 
mattered to the scholar is simply whether the visit to the archives was useful in 
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terms of answering his or her questions, and to the archivist, whether the docu- 
ments provided were useful in appropriate ways. In fact, as we began to probe this 
seemingly simple encounter, we discovered that the complex conceptual frame- 
works of contemporary historical research were actually encountering changing 
conceptual understandings in the administration and definition of archives. Quite 
complicated processes seemed to be at work on both sides of the archival research 
transaction. 

In the broadest terms, we came to see the relationships between the discipline 
of history and the discipline of archival administration to be located very much at 
the intersection of humanities and information science. New technologies of in- 
formation creation, storage, retrieval, and the nature of the dependency of 
scholars on these new digital possibilities raised questions about the nature of 
scholarly communication among humanists generally. How would the ever- 
changing frameworks of humanistic understanding come to rely on the extraordi- 
nary quantity of documentation left for “posterity” in both paper and digital 
form? How would institutions that hold research resources in this rapidly 
changing environment intersect with scholars who rely on those resources? And 
indeed, how have scholars and archivists—history and the archives—actually 
intersected in the past? How, in other words, have the practices of archival insti- 
tutions shaped historical knowledge? What will these interactions be like in the 
archives of the future? 


Archives, Archivists, and Historians 


As we know, the word “archive” itself has now come to mean a number of things: 
from simple repositories conventionally referred to by archivists in the plural as 
“archives” to complex notions of cognition, memory, and the processes of uncov- 
ering, where “archive” in the singular connotes its conceptual elements. The 
most common understanding of an archive would describe it as a body of records 
generated by the activities of a specific individual or organization and commonly 
located (although not always) in a repository housing similar or related collec- 
tions. The Boston City Archives holds records generated by the bureaucracy of 
the city of Boston. The Archives Nationales in Paris and the U.S. National Archives 
in Washington hold essential records of the modern French and American states. 
A university archive is largely composed of records generated by a particular edu- 
cational institution. The relationship between the individual or institution and 
an archive, whether in a fancy building, closet, or computer hard drive, is what 
archivists would call an “organic” one: archives reflect or should reflect in their 
holdings the evolving nature of the organization or in the case of an individual, 
his or her personal records. How these often diverse materials then become “his- 
torical” depends on the extent to which they capture some aspects of an earlier 
processed past. 
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In some cases, both individuals and institutions will not maintain their own 
records, delegating “archival” tasks to another person or collecting institution 
along with the responsibility to maintain the record. Like many such collecting 
institutions around the world, the Immigration Research Center at the University 
of Minnesota, to take just one example, holds the records of a number of mutual 
aid institutions. In some cases these organizations no longer exist; in others they 
have designated the Center as the repository for their older records. Like individ- 
uals who “dump” their hard drives periodically into backup computers or other 
kinds of storage, the organic relationship between record and activity is not bro- 
ken here. A similar relationship exists between the activities of the repository, in 
this case the Minnesota Center, and the task of choosing what materials to accept 
and preserve, and which to reject, discard, or delete. For most collecting institu- 
tions, the archives of significant and relevant individuals are also commonly 
involved. The transfer from study, office, or closet to formal repository does not 
itself disturb the organic relationship between the person and his or her records. 
Consequently, when we refer to “the archives” in this volume we will have in mind 
institutional archives, public and private, as well as what we call “collecting archi- 
val institutions.” These include “special collections” within larger library establish- 
ments, as well as those independent archival institutions that have a particular 
collecting mandate. We are not considering the library or the museum as archives 
(that is collections of catalogued books and collections and displays of artifacts), 
or archives that are sometimes conceptualized practically or metaphorically in 
complex ways in the psychological and electronic worlds, although we will occa- 
sionally bring some relevant connections into our discussion. For us, the organic 
relationship of record to the generator of that record, whether in paper or elec- 
tronic form, is what largely defines the conceptual boundary of our exploration. 

Like our conversations themselves over the past few years, our primary focus 
here is not only on archival institutions, as we have just defined them, but on the 
changing intersections between history and the archive and the corresponding 
change in relationships between historians and archivists. Here we use the word 
“archive” as an abstraction of the processes by which archival institutions and 
collections come into existence. Our hope has been (and remains) that by looking 
at these relationships as a historical problem in itself, and then by examining 
their more recent aspects, we could come to some better understanding of what 
might be needed for both scholars and archivists to understand the impact of in- 
formation technology on the humanities. Our focus soon came to rest on the 
importance of “authority”—in a variety of meanings and forms that we will dis- 
cuss in detail—in conveying a sense of the past as well as an understanding of its 
documentary residues. This led us to such issues as the role of identity and expe- 
rience as “authorities” in forming both historical understanding and the struc- 
tures of archival collections; the activism of archivists themselves in these 
processes; and the forms and often contested natures of archival and historical 
sources. We also looked at questions of law and politics in documentary access 
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and preservation. Finally, with an eye to the future, we examined the possible role 
of computer technology as an agent of change in facilitating research and process- 
ing archival documentation, a constantly changing issue we have explored not in 
any highly technical way, but in terms of its relation to future historical archives 
and historical understanding. 

Each of the chapters that follow blends our thoughts and perceptions on these 
critical issues. In them we hope to show that at least from the mid-nineteenth 
century through the mid-twentieth century, historians and archivists occupied 
what might be thought of as the same conceptual and methodological space. The 
authority attributed to holdings in the archive underlay a set of arguments about 
authoritative history that were based on what was mutually understood by histo- 
rians and archivists as objective and scientific. Historians and archivists shared 
professional training in the sense that preparation to be an archivist was thought 
to be firmly rooted in historical knowledge and methodology. They had a mutual 
appreciation of scientific rigor and a shared notion of how the past should be pro- 
cessed in conceptual terms, as well as through the ordering of documentation. 
They knew, or thought they knew, the language of citation. And as professionals 
sharing the same sense of what was historically important, they focused together 
on the roles of institutions, prominent actors, national boundaries, great ideas, 
and seminal events in structuring the processes of historical change, as well as the 
processes of acquiring, classifying, and preserving historical documentation. 

As our own work together developed, we discovered that this fundamental 
connection has now altered dramatically. A sense of partnership joined by shared 
assumptions about the nature of historical authority and the evidentiary power 
of archival documentation has given way in history to radically different ways of 
understanding the past. The various linguistic, cultural, and other “turns” that 
have recently shaped new historical understanding have been complemented in 
the archival community by a sharp turn from historiographically based author- 
ities themselves, in a variety of forms, to those more strictly archival or based on 
practices of records management. Historians now ask important questions not 
easily answered or understood through an examination of archival documents 
alone. Archivists now confront an almost unimaginable mass of documentation 
both in paper form, typically measured in large numbers of linear feet, and in new 
and potentially unstable digital forms whose very nature seems to dissolve any 
limits on what might be preserved. As a consequence, historians and archivists no 
longer share common professional training or historical understanding. Rapid 
changes have taken place in archival practices that have little or no relevance to 
current historical conceptualizations. In a phrase, historians have become in- 
creasingly uninformed about what archivists have done and now do, and how past 
and future historical documentation has been and will be acquired and preserved. 

Our own conversations about these issues brought together a historian with 
experience in using western, Soviet, and post-Soviet archives on Russian and 
Soviet history who had become increasingly aware of the forces and changing 
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conceptualizations shaping the archive and an archivist with long experience ad- 
ministering a university archive and a state historical collection who had become 
increasingly interested in new forms of their scholarly use and understanding. 
Although both of us were by background very disposed to the notion of histor- 
ical archives, we were struck by how much one of us did not know about archives 
and the other did not know about new directions in historical understanding. 
This book, then, is both an exploration of the changing elements of historical 
and archival practice and an examination of the increasing distance between the 
work, training, and outlooks of historians and archivists that we have come to 
call the “archival divide.” It focuses on contested and changing notions of au- 
thoritative history, on the diminished role of historical authority as the govern- 
ing premise of archival administration, and on the new divergence in the ways 
historians and archivists now process the past. It is intended to explore for his- 
torians how historically centered processing of archival documentation has 
yielded in the digital age to the demands of records management and adminis- 
tration; and for the archival community, how new concepts like social memory 
have changed historians’ understanding of how the past can be processed analyt- 
ically. It thus speaks in one voice to what have now become two very different 
audiences. 

For historians, anthropologists, macrosociologists, and other scholars of his- 
tory, we raise the problem of how historical documentation in both the past and 
future may be accessible and usable, and how changing archival technologies are 
affecting how we understand the production of historical evidence. For archivists 
in both public and private archives, we raise the problem of how to address the 
needs of present and future historical scholars. For both audiences, we suggest 
how new historical approaches, new technologies, and massive amounts of con- 
temporary information may affect how societies in the future may process their 
pasts through historical archives now coming into being. Our book thus raises 
questions about how the past itself has and will be processed in the archives and 
how as a consequence historical knowledge has and will be shaped. 


Some Background 


Since antiquity, archives have been the place where socially important records 
have been housed. The very notion of arkheion, as Jacques Derrida has famously 
argued in Archive Fever, signifies a locus of social and historical authority, the 
place where those who guard the records of the past create and recreate social 
order.’ Over time, as notions of political authority migrated ideologically to other 
spheres, archives were increasingly regarded as locations of authentic records. 
Their materials may or may not have been used to support state order. With the 
introduction in the seventeenth century of the principles of “diplomatics” (the 
study of the origin, form, and function of specific documents), archivists became 
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identified with the practices of documentary verification. Their repositories were 
soon privileged as places of “authentic” records and documentary “truth.” 

In the process, a new conceptualization of archival authority emerged, em- 
bedded in authentic archival records. Archives became privileged locations for 
determining historical truth. European archives soon became a critical element 
in Rankean positivism and the new “objectivity” celebrated in R. G. Colling- 
wood’s idea of history. Authority in understanding the past came to rest on an 
acceptance of archival rationality and a faith in the authenticity of archival 
holdings. While that faith could be shaken by a false or falsified document, the 
fundamental link between the purpose of the archive and the purpose of his- 
tory took firm root. 

Our exploration shows that in the course of the nineteenth century, the space 
mutually shared by archives and history was defined collectively by historians 
who saw the archive as a window to real pasts and by archivists responsible for 
archival processes. This unified conceptual space represented a shared interest in 
the importance of institutions, prominent actors, and great events, as well as a 
shared sense of national boundaries and definitions. And, these interests were 
translated into the “authorities” that the archivists used in selecting, appraising, 
classifying, and preserving documentation. Once assembled and developed, this 
documentation in many ways then defined in turn the boundaries of historical 
scholarship, encouraging its focus on state formation and national definition. 
Archives themselves became actual, as well as figurative monuments to national 
pasts and future purpose. 

This conceptual and methodological partnership, grounded in a shared episte- 
mology, as well as sense of scholarly purpose, remained strong throughout much 
of the twentieth century. The first Archivist of the United States was an accom- 
plished historian nominated by the American Historical Association. In Western 
and Eastern Europe, training as an archivist also involved comprehensive educa- 
tion in national history. Historians and archivists shared outlooks and a famil- 
iarity with each other’s work. Beginning in the 1960s, however, and then 
accelerating rapidly in the last twenty or so years, the conceptualization of au- 
thority in history spread from institutions, agents, ideologies, and events to 
embrace broader social and cultural phenomena. For a new generation of histo- 
rians, texts became objects of critical study, as well as modes of expression. Cul- 
tural forms and processes as much as historical events were understood to inform 
the history of identity formation and both formal and informal relations of power. 
In some scholarly circles, the “new historicism” in literary studies mirrored the 
historian’s new interest in the roles of narrative forms themselves in shaping the 
ways societies processed their pasts. A new understanding emerged about how 
individual and social subjectivities might also affect how historical experience is 
processed. The complex problem of “social memory” became a central issue here. 
So did new understandings of power and politics, gender, ethnicity, identity, 
language, the nature of texts, and what might properly constitute a historical 
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source. All of these issues also imply a multiplicity of historical pasts and empha- 
size their contested nature. 

In and of itself, this expansion in the range of historical enquiry posed difficult 
problems for archivists. To what extent could one maintain that archivists were 
professionally obligated to incorporate these new fields of enquiry into the pro- 
cesses of document selection and retention? If so, were archivists also obligated to 
anticipate future areas of enquiry? Was this even possible? And what were the 
consequences for great state repositories of a shifting focus from clearly defined 
national narratives to more vaguely bounded cultural and social ones? At the 
same time, if society and culture are also central prisms of historical under- 
standing, does not the archive itself also reflect certain social and cultural pro- 
cesses? Who actually should determine what archives retain, and by what criteria? 
What is identified and processed as being of “historical interest” in the archives, 
and how do these materials get there? By what sociocultural and sociopolitical 
constructs are “authentic” records assembled, and how do they give certain his- 
torical narratives particular kinds of authenticity? Indeed, what kind of “au- 
thority” itself is embedded in records deemed “historical” and how does this 
validate particular kinds of historical understanding? These questions (and 
others) have moved archives from a place of enquiry to a subject of enquiry, from 
a locus for research to an object of research. In many places they have also pushed 
archivists away from their traditional partnership with historians, and, we main- 
tain, would have done so even without two new developments that threaten to 
rupture their relations completely. 

The first has been the geometrical expansion of documentation—the problem 
of “bulk.” Even the most historically minded archivists have been overwhelmed in 
recent decades by the exponential rise in the amount of records produced. As 
result, archivists have been pushed from their traditional custodial positions into 
uncharted “post-custodial” seas, as the archivist F. Gerald Ham has termed the 
new era, in which even major repositories like the U.S. National Archives have 
become limited in the amount of documentation they could preserve. 

While struggling with these matters, archives and archivists were struck by 
another virtual tsunami, this time an epistemological one with its origins in new 
technology. On one hand, digitization offered extraordinary new possibilities in 
the ways archives could be described and understood. On the other, the very me- 
dium of documentary creation was transformed from paper records readily ame- 
nable to authentication to multiple and ubiquitous varieties of digital documents 
whose very stability, authenticity, and origin was subject to question. 

We believe that this “technical turn” in its broadest conceptual sense has radi- 
cally reshaped archival practice, and in ways well beyond the view of most scholars 
in the humanities and social sciences. Archivists have suddenly had to be trained 
to understand the technical processes by which electronic records were generated, 
described, and preserved in the institutions or agencies that created them. While 
many scholars were moving away from the essentialist notions of historical 
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processes that informed traditional political and institutional history, archivists 
have found it necessary to embrace what we will describe below as the essentialist 
categories in their understanding and description of the archival record: the “es- 
sential” relationships embedded in records that link them to the processes by 
which they were created. 

But what in these new relationships has become of historical considerations, 
or even the broader traditional goals of preserving something commonly thought 
of as social memory, or the role of archives as the “custodians of the past”? 
Within this essentialist construct, the archive is no longer able to incorporate 
conceptualizations drawn from the ever-shifting boundaries of historical under- 
standing, while history and its related fields can no longer affect the ways records 
are appraised and maintained. Moreover, given the interests of historians and 
others in a range of complex new social and cultural issues, the new divide 
between history and the archives threatens to affect the very ways future histor- 
ical research can be done. 

Our book is organized in two parts. Part I examines the historical relationships 
between archives and approaches to history, and how archivists and historians 
commonly processed the past. It concentrates on the issue and nature of authority 
in history and the archives, and analyzes in historical terms the opening of the 
“archival divide.” Part II takes up new approaches to historical understanding in 
terms of their relationships to archives and their implications for changing archi- 
val practices. Because we emphasize the separations, what historians and archi- 
vists do and how they respectively think about what they do, the archivists among 
our readers will undoubtedly be familiar with some of the issues we raise in chap- 
ters 2, 3, and 8, and the busiest among them may prefer to concentrate on our 
discussions about historical scholarship (chapters 4, 6, 7, and 10). Historians, on 
the other hand, may be familiar with the various “turns” we discuss in chapters 1 
and 4, as well perhaps as the “social memory problem” that we examine in chapter 
6. For them, a quicker reading of what follows would pay closer attention to our 
discussions of activism and politics in the archives, the historical relationships 
between archivists and historians, the new material we present on “cyberinfra- 
structures” and digital archives, and the opening of the archival divide (chapters 
3, 5, 7, 8, 9, and 10). 

In our view, however, any visit by a historian to an archival institution is now 
an exercise in interdisciplinarity. We hope our efforts will allow scholars and 
archivists both to better understand the changing relationships between au- 
thority, history, and documentation that we explore throughout this volume. 

FXB 
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PART ONE 


THE EMERGENCE OF THE 
ARCHIVAL DIVIDE 
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Authoritative History and 
Authoritative Archives 


Ten years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the history faculty of one of Rus- 
sia’s leading new independent universities gathered to discuss its curriculum. Its 
members included distinguished senior figures, as well as a complement of 
younger scholars who had published extensively since 1991. The head of the de- 
partment, one of the younger group who was also a prized student of a venerable 
senior, presented plans for realigning the curriculum to reflect more fully those 
offered by leading history faculties in Europe and North America. One new course 
was to incorporate the approaches of historical anthropology. Two others were to 
explore the symbolic language of political culture and the comparative semantics 
of historical understanding, focusing on works by Reinhart Koselleck. Still a third 
was to examine directly the full complexities of the “linguistic turn,” offering stu- 
dents fourteen lectures and a series of associated seminars. 

The plan created a furor, especially among the department’s celebrated elders, 
who had managed to distinguish themselves through years of struggle against 
crushing restraints and repression by producing internationally recognized works 
of genuine erudition on prerevolutionary Russia, all marked by intensive archival 
research. They had achieved scholarly distinction in part by relegating theoretical 
prescriptions to conforming introductions designed to be ignored by all but the 
party hacks, but mostly, both within Soviet Russia and abroad, by scrupulous at- 
tention to the archives. One revered academician who mentored this group even 
made a practice of regularly dropping into the archives simply to make sure his 
acolytes were dutifully hunched over their archival files. His former charges 
learned their lessons well. They still talked about the anxieties of this scholarly 
attendance-taking with nostalgic fondness and pride. 

The irony of Soviet-era historians defending authoritative archival research 
against the onslaughts of postmodern theory bespeaks the degree to which author- 
itative history itself, like the whole Soviet project, was (and is) a thoroughly mod- 
ern enterprise. Like the initial efforts to build a modern Soviet Russia, its origins lie 
in structures of belief and practice that identify modernity with a rational under- 
standing of social order and the ability, consequently, to tell its “story” accurately. 
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Like the now discarded twelve-volume History of the USSR from Ancient Times to the 
Present Day, published by the Academy of Sciences in 1980, authoritative history 
tells the story “scientifically.” It fits seamlessly into its archival foundations, its ar- 
guments verified by authoritative citations. It authenticates understanding of the 
past in ways that are persuasive not only because they explain the present but also 
because they legitimate efforts to use scientific pasts to construct rational futures. 

Embedded in this fusing of archives and history is both a modern optimism 
about human capacities to understand the past, once the impediments to scien- 
tific research are removed, and the roots of belief in the teleologies of “moder- 
nity,” in which history can follow its rational course if the structures and beliefs 
that stand in its way are removed. Indeed, while the Soviet Union collapsed for 
many reasons, one of the most trenchant was that Soviet historical understanding 
itself became increasingly unconvincing, the future written into the official Soviet 
past was increasingly beyond any reasonable hope of achievement. It is not too 
much to say that official history thus delegitimized the late Soviet regime every 
bit as much as the “historical necessity” of revolutionary change had initially 
underlain the Bolsheviks’ claim to power. 

The degree to which history mattered in Soviet Russia only strengthened the 
commitment of serious historians after 1991 to work in a modern, scientific way. 
Many archives were now wide open. Hundreds of thousands of Soviet-era docu- 
ments were declassified. Historians could finally allow these documents to freely 
“speak for themselves,” providing new understanding of the Russian and Soviet 
pasts. Indeed, it was precisely these commitments to knowing “how things really 
were” that formed the crux of a much broader and deeply affective understanding 
of world and self. What possible value would a new curriculum have for new his- 
torians if it distanced historical understanding from its archival foundations? 


History as Science 


Paradoxically, given the distortions of Soviet historiography and the horrific price 
many scholars had paid for “misinterpreting” Soviet historical truth, the force 
with which the Russian faculty traditionalists resisted the innovations of cultural 
studies and historical anthropology reflected their own deep connections to the 
leading currents of nineteenth-century European historical thought. The idea 
that historians could actually know “how things really were” was, of course, partly 
the legacy of Leopold von Ranke, the phrase itself (wie es eigentlich gewesen), one 
of the most celebrated in all of European historiography. Ranke understood “sci- 
entific” precisely in terms of the “strict presentation of the facts, conditional and 
unattractive as they may be.”' Authentic history scratched at the archival sources 
until an assemblage of facts revealed the forms and contours of events that could 
then be woven into narratives about change. ‘The particular was the only path to 
the general. Interpretation flowed logically and convincingly from the assemblage 
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of information. The meaning of history itself emerged naturally from the au- 
thority of facts, which spoke for themselves. 

The archives were the authority for those “facts.” Archives fused historical de- 
scription and interpretation with what the repositories themselves inscribed as 
authentic documentation. Beginning in the 1820s with his History of the Latin and 
Teutonic Peoples, and throughout an astonishing career that spanned more than 
six decades and culminated with his nine-volume World History (begun when he 
was 82!), Ranke pursued scientific history with amazing energy and what our 
senior Russian historians might have called Stakhanovite productivity. The col- 
lected edition of his works comprised fifty-four volumes, one shy of Lenin’s. 

This Rankean “canon” of scientific history, as Leonard Krieger has aptly called 
it,? centered on the notion of objective truth, located first and foremost in the 
authenticity of historical documents and other artifacts. The task of the historian 
was not so much to interpret the object “object-ively,” whether it was an archival 
document, manuscript, or physical artifact, but to give it its own voice. Scientific 
history privileged the object’s own historical “statement” over any inclination 
scholars might have to use it for purposes of their own. This was not simply an 
argument about the relationship between facts and concepts. It was a construc- 
tion of historical authenticity fixed to the documentary residues of the past. The 
logic of history, familiar to students in first-year graduate seminars ever since, 
was embedded in the relationships these objects formed with each other. 

Historical rigor for Ranke thus meant above all a critical reading of the sources, 
especially texts. Weaving their stories into history could be properly done only by 
deciphering their specific meaning. Specificity had to be fit into the larger patterns 
this meaning reflected—the greater “chains of being,” to use a conceptualization 
of the time. When Ranke taught his students about the “objectivity” of truth, he 
meant, literally, that the truth was in the object. The historian in this respect was 
also an archaeologist, digging with great care to reveal the buried actualities of the 
past. The historian’s own subjective biases could no more change these actualities 
than the archeologist’s predilections could make Greek vases into Roman. The 
self-scrutiny demanded by critical enquiry was only a means of avoiding mistakes. 

This was the stuff of Ranke’s famous seminars, that had as much to do with 
the establishment of history as a modern professional discipline as his prodi- 
gious writings. Ranke’s authority as a master historian rested not only on the 
range and depth of his studies and the skills of his narration but on his own sup- 
posed detachment from the meaning they conveyed: it was what it was. This ap- 
parent “distancing” from the sources emerged through Ranke and others as the 
most important element in modern historical scholarship. It separated the 
works of serious academic historians from an older and persistent tradition of 
commissioned court histories every bit as much as contemporary academic his- 
torians distance themselves from “popular” history. As the German university 
itself became the model for both American and Russian higher education, Ran- 
ke’s seminars became known in New York and Boston, as well as in Moscow and 
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St. Petersburg, as paragons of critical historical enquiry and training. Students 
found themselves immersed in paleography and sphragistics. They studied pap- 
yrology and numismatics. They learned the importance of linguistic nuances, as 
well as the need to set discourse into context. They found themselves absorbed 
by documents and virtually possessed by the excitement of deciphering. Ver- 
acity for many became an obsession. Facts—reality—uncovered with detach- 
ment emerged as the central element of all historical understanding.’ 

Ranke’s empiricism is commonly traced to central currents of eighteenth-cen- 
tury Enlightenment thought and contrasted with the practice of history as the 
heroic telling of tales, a genre associated with the great medieval and early mod- 
ern chronicles as well as Thucydides and the Greeks. In fact, an essential differ- 
ence between Thucydides and Ranke was not their treatment of evidence, which 
the ancient Greek historian took very seriously indeed, but in the way Ranke and 
the new scientific historians seemed to allow the evidence to “speak for itself,” as 
do the laws of physics.* The Enlightenment thus links Rankean history to Bacon 
and Newton in its emphasis on inductive reasoning and scientific objectivity, and 
to Descartes, Montesquieu, Voltaire, D’Alembert and the Encyclopedists, among 
others, in its critical thinking and concern for historical logic. 

But it must also be traced to the concurrent emergence of a modern conception 
of archives. While one can hardly understate the importance of Bacon’s Novum 
Organum and Newton’s Principia in resetting seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 
mentalities toward an understanding of factual neutrality in its effect on historical 
imagination, the notion that facts were purely objective also underlay the idea that 
great documentary repositories could be organized and administered to serve his- 
torical truth. Every historical moment was capable of being understood if suffi- 
cient factual material was available in the archives. History could thus be more 
than art and literature in the same way science was more than hypothesis and 
theory. Uncovering its patterns and logics required first and foremost a skeptical 
attitude to unsubstantiated claims and rigorous attention to verifiable data. By 
the time D’Alembert’s Encyclopedie appeared in 1764, history could be presented 
as “le recit des faits donnés pour vrais, ou contraire de la fable” (the reciting of 
facts given as true, in contrast to fables). Historical understanding transmitted 
orally from generation to generation created only “probabilities,” the degree of 
which declined with each successive generation. History as it had traditionally 
been practiced was thus little more than “annales des opinions.” To “penetrate the 
shadows,” historians had to seek “le sécours des archives” (the help of the archives).° 


Archives as Authentic Records 


Until this eighteenth-century turn toward archives as sources of authoritative his- 
tory, archives generally referred to records relating to governing and administra- 
tion and the places in which they were stored. The word itself derives from the 
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Greek arkhe (government, rule), where arkheion also means a government build- 
ing, but the notion of archives as records of various transactions is as old as civili- 
zation itself. The earliest known archives around Ur and other towns in the 
Tigris—Euphrates valley recorded official decisions and transactions of various 
sorts between and among rulers and ruled, first on clay tablets, later on papyrus 
and parchment. Archives and the process of archiving itself connoted authenticity 
and officialization. Both were at the foundation of an ordered society. As such, 
both records and their repositories had to be ordered to facilitate the safekeeping 
of certain social and political facts.° 

The nature and scale of what was considered essential documentation naturally 
evolved with societies themselves. Grants, decrees, benefices, privileges, judicial 
decisions, land transactions, tax payments, and the recording of births, mar- 
riages, and deaths became part of how most societies defined social organization 
and conceptualized property. Their records signified “essential” social transac- 
tions. From arkhe and arkheion to the Latin archivum, archives in Europe joined 
those in China and elsewhere in strengthening the governing institutions that 
created them, constructing and reproducing social structures, political institu- 
tions, and values. 

With the beginning of the Christian era in the West, the idea of “vital” 
records took on an additional sacramental importance. Archives now gave 
structure and social purpose to the church as the epicenter of community in 
the ways it officially recognized birth, marriage, and death. ‘The process of re- 
cording these life moments provided additional links between church and 
state. From the late Middle Ages onward, chanceries and other centralized in- 
stitutions were organized in Europe to prepare and retain these records in an 
orderly way, and to adjudicate disputes, especially over properties and bound- 
aries. In particular, documents were required to verify benefices and grants 
from royal households or the Pope. Because of the pervasive influence of the 
papacy, the papal chancery increasingly served as the model for documentary 
form and retention.’ 

The modern idea of “record” as an object derives from these age-old activities 
of forming a document as a “memorial” of transactions or social events. Hence, 
too, the contemporary notion of archives as places that permanently memorialize 
what societies and institutions regard as essential transactions. From these con- 
ceptions derive yet another common idea: that archives and their records some- 
how engage a society’s “memory” by preserving the authentic records of its past. 
We can see in this conceptual and institutional evolution an important broad- 
ening of the meanings of “authority” and “authenticity.” The accuracy of the 
records as transactions migrates to the legitimacy of the institutions that pre- 
serve them, and from there to the sacralization of its “authentic” values and “au- 
thoritative” beliefs. Even as particular forms of government changed, archives 
endured as repositories of basic transactions, a symbol of historical continuity, 
order, and truth.® 
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This focus on the authenticity of the transactional record was not without 
problems. Transactional records became so authoritative in Western Europe in 
defining ownership, property, privilege, and other matters that forgeries became 
a real problem. The same was undoubtedly true in China. Anthony Grafton esti- 
mates that perhaps half the legal documents remaining from Merovingian times 
and two-thirds of all documents issued to ecclesiastics before 1100 A.D. were 
fakes.’ As records became the sole authentic source for information about social 
transactions, methods were required for verifying their authenticity. In Europe, 
analytical methodologies were developed most notably at the Abbey of Saint-Ger- 
main-des-Prés in Paris. By the seventeenth century, these had culminated in a set 
of principles known as “diplomatics,” a term brought into usage by the Benedic- 
tine monk Jean Mabillon in his treatise De re diplomatica (Regarding the Study of 
Documents).'° 

Mabillon’s interest was specifically in setting out procedures for establishing 
whether legal claims and charters were true or false. These norms tied the percep- 
tual and intellectual attributes of documents to both their forms and their ori- 
gins. They also implicitly expanded the archival role from one simply as “keeper” 
of the documents to one that included some degree of responsibility for their au- 
thenticity. Particularly in France, but soon throughout continental Europe, the 
archivist took on the difficult and often contested task of verification. Through a 
study of seals, handwriting, the context of its origin, and comparison with similar 
materials, the archivist would render a verdict on a document’s authenticity. 

Over time, archival documents (and archivists) increasing became the primary 
sources of proof and verification in contested claims and disputes, commonly 
between royalty and the papacy, between lesser nobles, between communities 
and monasteries, and later among royal heads of state. In the process, concep- 
tions of archives themselves evolved into places where careful research could 
resolve contested claims at the highest level, giving the idea of “judicious use” 
both literal and figurative meaning. As European fiefdoms gave way to more mod- 
ern states, records were increasingly gathered in organized archival repositories. 
In 1542, the Castellan crown gathered together all records of local councils, courts, 
chanceries, secretaries, and treasuries. In 1610, James I gathered core documents 
of the English crown into what would subsequently become the Public Records 
Office. A year later, Pope Paul V established the Archivio Segreto in the Vatican, 
drawing in documents from the various newly established Curial offices and from 
those held in the Vatican Library. 

All of these archives were, of course, private institutions in the sense that they 
were closed for any but official use, which added to their authoritative role. Since 
a decision based on the authentic archival record was implicitly authoritative, 
archives themselves gained further social and political position as places of refer- 
ence, verification, and adjudication based on truth. In Hungary, for example, the 
mere fact that a document was kept in a town hall or other official repository was 
itself sufficient to consider it authentic. There was no such guarantee in France, 
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but decisions or interpretations based on an archivist’s careful review of its aut- 
horship and origins were also, by implication, practice, and linguistic construc- 
tion, “author-itative.” By the early sixteenth century, this process was greatly 
enhanced by the development of printing. The existence of multiple copies of an 
authoritative document meant that authenticity could be determined not only by 
intrinsic analysis but also by matching one printed copy with another." 


Expanding the Conception ofan Authentic Record 


The sixteenth- and seventeenth-century transformation of European powers into 
vast empires with transcontinental interests required new bureaucratic struc- 
tures to facilitate connection and coordination through briefs, diplomatic or ex- 
pedition reports, and other new forms of documentation. This transformation also 
expanded the nature of archives and archival documentation. Documents in- 
volving diplomatic reports and communication with imperial administrations re- 
lated to a variety of nontransactional operations, interests, and events. In this 
developing milieu, the authenticity of documents could no longer be defined ex- 
clusively by the information they contained. They depended also on the impor- 
tance of the institution, event, or process to which they were related, as well as 
their relationship to other, similar, documents. 

Asa result, documents were increasingly archived away in clusters (or “files” in 
current terminology). In turn, this meant that archival documents were no longer 
purely “transactional,” that is, evidence simply of particular transactions. Instead, 
they came to relate in the aggregate to complex social and political processes, and 
included materials that were evaluative, descriptive, prescriptive, or advisory, 
depending on the intent and function of the officials (or others) who generated 
them. When printed materials began to be added to the unique manuscripts held 
in archives, the task of archival verification expanded as well, along with a signifi- 
cant growth in the quantity of documentation.” The expansion of European state 
administrations soon overwhelmed the scope and scale of these processes. Already 
by the eighteenth century and perhaps even before, archivists could no longer 
analyze or verify every document with the care and diligence that gave authority 
to the documents under their supervision. 

All of this had important implications for the authority of the archive itself. 
Clusters of documents had to be catalogued, registered, and identified according 
to some form of protocol. A protocol system had to be developed that linked doc- 
uments to the specific bureaucratic process responsible for their generation. Vari- 
ations of this kind of system can be still seen throughout Europe, in the archives 
of tsarist Russia, papal Rome, and Spanish, Italian, and German states, among 
others. If a document could be verified by the assignment of a protocol number, 
its authenticity could rest simply on its being in the archives. It no longer war- 
ranted the scrutiny of “diplomatics.” In a similar way, files of documents generated 
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in the course of regularized and well-defined bureaucratic processes also became 
“true” representations of these processes rather than documents whose verifiable 
content authenticated particular transactions. 

“Authority” in the archives thus migrated toward the politics of administra- 
tion, rather than toward accuracy. The intrinsic truth of such materials derived 
from their authentic role within the administration of various kinds of political 
systems. Within the Archivio Segreto Vaticano, for example, some of the docu- 
ments of the Apostolic Datary were designated as “processus” and stored in a 
series of bundles or “buste.” These were essentially comprised of dossiers prepared 
to recommend candidates for various positions. The “protocolli” of the Congrega- 
tion for the Index of Forbidden Books began to document the procedures by 
which printed books were reviewed. While the extensive files of the Vatican’s Sec- 
retariat of State included a growing variety of reports, exchanges, drafts, and 
background documents, these diverse materials became authentic records of 
important Vatican administrative processes by virtue of their agency, even though 
the truth of their content now depended on how they were read and by whom.” 
Moreover, because veracity of the content of a bureaucratic record lay in the eyes 
of the beholder more than in an intrinsic analysis of its content, documents were 
stored in repositories with far less individual analysis. This led to the perception 
of the archivist as a custodian—an inactive participant in the process of records 
generation and retention. 

From the seventeenth century onward, consequently, as European monar- 
chical states blended the idea of personal and state power, their archives became, 
in effect, private documentary preserves that were both a sign and source of 
authority and power. The records of decisions, diplomatic negotiations, and state 
administrative processes stored in royal repositories and vaults were bound di- 
rectly to the sovereignty defining the state. Access also defined the limits of this 
sovereignty, and in most of Europe, the power of divine right. What was public in 
the sense of pertaining to the commonweal was private in terms of access and use. 
Throughout most of Europe before the French revolution, entry into the archives 
and the right to consult official archival holdings was a well-controlled privilege. 
Indeed, to this day the Vatican Archives are still termed “segreto,” reaffirming the 
jurisdiction of their control and access. 


The Transformation of Historical Records 


As with so much else, the “Age of Revolutions” changed basic assumptions about 
the relationships between knowledge and power, institutionalizing new under- 
standings of history and historical purpose. Effected in the name of reason and 
the possibilities of social betterment, the French and American revolutions both 
made progress a core political value. Modernity suddenly seemed to have literal 
meaning. History and its human struggles were progressive, the ineluctable 
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movement toward the relations and institutions of civil liberty and individual 
freedom. 

In the process, archives gained dramatic new purchase as places whose author- 
itative holdings now had to serve a public good, especially in France. As the pro- 
tections of private holdings changed along with understandings of privacy, 
especially with respect to the state, documents and materials considered the 
property of ruling political and social elites fell subject to the public’s claims. In 
the flick of a revolutionary moment, many of the official records and documents 
of the ancien régime lost their contemporary authoritative value. Property rights, 
tax obligations, royal charters, and the like ceased to be the foundations of privi- 
lege and obligation. New records had to be created on the basis of radical changes 
in the law and the ways it was enforced. 

Major changes took place immediately in France with the creation of the 
Archives Nationales in 1790. Legislation creating the archives specifically desig- 
nated the records of the previous regime as historical documents, separating 
them from contemporary and future records. A wide variety of historical mate- 
rials were soon brought under its care, including documents previously the pri- 
vate holdings of the royal family and the church. These and other records were 
brought into the archives as the vestiges of defunct institutions, not as inactive 
administrative records of ongoing functioning agencies. In terms of archival ad- 
ministration, they no longer held any authority in the transactional life of con- 
temporary France. Their importance was specifically historical, and more 
important for our purposes, their very authority as historical records was rein- 
forced by their coming under this new jurisdiction. A special archival staff well 
trained in French history became the keepers of French historical patrimony. 
Their colleagues in the archives who managed current documents and materials 
became, more modestly, guardians of France’s public record." 

Similar changes soon occurred elsewhere in Europe as well, although notably 
not in Russia until the Russian State Historical Archive was created in Petrograd 
(St. Petersburg) after the fall of the tsarist regime, nor in the United States, where 
the National Archives was not created as a national historical repository until 
1934. In Austria and Belgium records were soon gathered on the basis of their 
presumed historical importance. The English Public Records Office was created in 
1838. By the mid-nineteenth century, the National Historical Archive in Madrid 
and the Archives of the Indies in Seville had also been organized to preserve a 
“national heritage.” The former was devoted exclusively to the records of institu- 
tions no longer in existence and excluded all contemporary materials. The Archives 
of the Indies celebrated Spain’s imperial past by assembling historical documents 
from Spanish dominions. In England, the Public Records Act of 1877 noted that 
all records prior to 1715 were to be considered of historical importance and could 
not be discarded. The date was soon extended backwards to 1680. While the shift 
toward historical record keeping was more gradual and less consistent elsewhere, 
especially in North America, by the end of the nineteenth century virtually all 
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major archives had taken on the dual function of historical repository, as well as 
holder of current agency records. 

In the process, the physical space of the archive also consolidated the notion of 
archival records themselves as “historical,” ascribing additional layers of meaning 
to records that had hitherto been considered simply transactional or bureaucratic. 
“Historical records” thus came to connote value, tradition, and a usable past. By 
providing authentic documentary links to long and embedded national traditions, 
they also enhanced conceptions of power and political legitimacy. At the same 
time, particularly important moments of that past made relevant historical docu- 
ments “particularly valuable,” a designation which in Soviet Russia also came to 
serve as a broad basis for more restrictive systems of archival classification. 
“Transactional” and “bureaucratic” designations still remained for police reports, 
wills, deeds, court transactions, and other kinds of routine records, but for the 
most part, this also left them outside the purview of professional historians. 
Scholars went to a historical archive to research the true history of the nation as 
embedded in records of those individuals and offices with power and influence in 
state processes. 

All of this activity represented a quantum leap forward for historical study, to 
use an appropriate scientific metaphor for the time. Implicit here was a new con- 
cept of access in which archival research, as Michel Duchein has noted, was in- 
creasingly recognized as a civic right." In France, the attitude was more radical. In 
their concern for the public nature of state archives, French archivists began to 
work systematically to teach and apply republican concepts to archival adminis- 
tration. In 1821, L'École Nationale des Chartes was established as a new training 
academy specifically for archivists. By mid-century, graduates of that school were 
widely recognized as the best-trained and most historically educated archivists in 
the world. 

Thus, the concept of popular sovereignty had not only shifted the notion of 
privacy in the archives from the state to the public, validating secrecy only if it 
could be justified as in the public interest, but also expanded the legitimating role 
of the archives into one that embraced accountability. Archivists trained at L’Ecole 
des Chartes were not simply expected to be able administrators. Although they 
were trained primarily in the analysis of medieval records, their more important 
task was now to assure that France’s national heritage was preserved and acces- 
sible to historians. 

This was still a complicated matter, however, and became more so as the cen- 
tury progressed. As Lara Moore has shown, even within France the admirable goal 
of restoring order in the archives led to significant variations in archival policies 
that did not always serve the goal of accessibility. Subject categories varied widely; 
historians lacked systematic inventories; and the question of who should see what 
materials depended in practice not only on the independent judgment of the 
archivist but on varied systems of classification, which protected sets of docu- 
ments on the basis of their subject or other, sometimes unspecified, criteria.” 
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Meanwhile, in the large part of Europe that remained monarchical, the private 
“royal model” persevered, although here new classification schemes also emerged 
that resulted in the redistribution of many kinds of papers into new legislative, 
administrative, juridical, or historical divisions. 

Control over archival materials was not substantially different outside of 
Europe at this time. In China, for example, it was long common practice for the 
documents of a particular reign to be destroyed with the death of the emperor 
(sometimes along with those who kept the records). In the eighteenth and nine- 
teenth centuries, the Qing dynasty introduced new methods for how records were 
held and preserved. Still, all materials were considered official secrets unless they 
fit into a specific category of matter that the Emperor wanted known.” Even in 
the wilds of Massachusetts, colonial and early national materials were reordered 
in the early nineteenth century into a set of what seemed to be sensible and 
common public or subject categories, rather than on the basis of any formal or 
uniform archival standard. 

Despite new emphasis on the archives’ public function, access for historians 
thus continued to be problematic even though the records of vanished institu- 
tions posed no obvious threats to political interests. While attitudes toward 
record keeping changed markedly throughout Europe in the early part of the nine- 
teenth century, it took some time for archival administrations to reconceptualize 
their roles toward furthering historical understanding. In contrast to archiving 
contemporary documents, processing the past required a new sensitivity to mate- 
rials that might be historically significant. Moreover, as records shifted from a 
private preserve of the autocratic state to the public preserve of a democratic one, 
the obligation to provide effective access for the public required new attention to 
retrieval and classification systems appropriate to a public trust. 


The Growing Authority of Archives-Based History 


These problems did not in the least diminish the ardor with which nineteenth- 
century Rankean scholars plunged into newly accessible materials. The very con- 
ceptualization of historical archives encouraged the Enlightenment notion that 
history could and should be explored scientifically, while the conceptual shift 
toward archives as public repositories opened vast new possibilities for research, 
along with new arguments for access to previously restricted holdings. Along with 
these openings came a delight in testing historical hypotheses, reporting scien- 
tific discovery, and pursuing rational analysis in history every bit as ebullient as in 
other realms of the nineteenth-century scientific imagination. The archives were 
in effect the laboratory stocked with authentic records that enabled the process of 
searching for the truth of the past in a rigorous, scientific way.’ 

What was obscured in this enthusiasm was how the historical imagination ac- 
tually worked. While Ranke and others, steeped in scientific methodologies of the 
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time, insisted that their critical reading of archival materials allowed the docu- 
ments to “speak for themselves,” a point still fiercely defended by our traditional- 
ists in St. Petersburg, the authenticity of Rankean historical truths was embedded 
as much in the logical connections historians made between the facts that archi- 
val documents seemed to reveal as in their content itself. These linkages made 
logical order out of an endless welter of factual information, which is to say, cre- 
ated historical understanding. And this, in turn, opens the question of how Ranke 
(or any scientific historian) creates and understands this logic, how the archival 
scholar moves from historical archeologist to historical craftsman. It hardly di- 
minishes Ranke’s achievement to say that the authority of his interpretative logic, 
like that of Thucydides, was only partly related to the veracity of his evidence. It 
was also very much a function of the ways his form of argumentation reflected 
(and helped create) the increasingly popular nineteenth-century languages that 
tied science and scientific explanation to “natural” evolutionary patterns and his- 
torical teleologies. 

It was through the grander notions of human progress that the emerging sci- 
entific historical imagination also engaged current philosophical issues concern- 
ing reality and historical purpose, argued especially by Kant and Hegel, as well as 
the subjectivities of discovery, enthusiasm, and devotion to the historical cause. 
Facts written out as an argument of historical logic obviously implied the exis- 
tence of (ideal) meanings greater than the sum of the (real) facts themselves, 
whether that logic revealed “freedom” in its Enlightenment or Romantic order- 
ings, or more simply the historical preeminence of sociopolitical institutions, as 
Ranke’s studies themselves maintained. In one of his most Hegelian formula- 
tions, Ranke represented states as “ideas of God,” manifested in the ways that 
everyday occurrences and broader events were intrinsically connected. They con- 
stituted a particular kind of historical force, one that might be seen as analytically 
autonomous from the events their actions constituted. States thus encompassed 
collective historical destinies. The proper reading of their evidentiary traces could 
be read and studied as a reflection of collective historical experience.’® 

What is interesting about this for our purposes is not so much that it situates 
scientific history within both the currents of post-Enlightenment romanticism 
and the scientific mindset of the Enlightenment itself. It is, rather, that the new 
opening of the archives also began to entwine the romantic with the archival in 
what has proved to be an enduring element of scientific historicism. For many, 
there was the sheer romantic pleasure of opening new historical treasures, en- 
gaging the authentic if fragmentary shards of a really lived past. Research in the 
archives produced (and still produces!) a strong sensation of being transported 
back in time. 

Most archival historians are quite familiar with the near magical qualities of 
this experience, however solid their scientific commitments. Boxes containing 
fragile and faded remnants of long ago events and transactions have the capacity 
to bring one into literal forms of contact with the past, stimulating even the most 
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resistant imaginations. Uncovering new materials relieves the arduousness of 
research by the opening of new avenues of attachment. The authenticity of this 
historic world is affirmed as much by the historian’s imagined sense of “being 
there” as it is by the contents of the documents themselves, even if only the latter 
constitute the scientific content of evidence. In the process, the archival experi- 
ence itself can override more detached concerns about the nature or meaning of 
documentary authenticity: whether, for example, a document is true in the sense 
of not being a forgery or in the sense of truly representing “real” past life; whether 
it is authentic simply to the transaction that produced it or a “living” artifact of 
essential structures of the nation and state. A sense of historical authenticity, in 
other words, can be felt in the archive in the very experience of encountering real 
fragments of a really lived past. 

There is ample evidence that Ranke had just such transportive experiences. 
Certainly, he engendered these pleasures in his students. Ranke loved archival 
work with something resembling real passion. He reported that materials in the 
Prussian archives that had been 


strictly closed but opened willingly to me . . . were the chief joy of my 
curiosity and were otherwise close to my heart. . . . To look at the world, 
past and present, to absorb it into my being as far as my powers will en- 
able me; to draw out and appropriate all that is beautiful and great, to see 
with unbiased eyes the progress of universal history, and in this spirit to 
produce beautiful and noble works; imagine what happiness it would be 
for me if I could realize this ideal, even in a small degree.” 


These subjectivities of archival engagement, as we might call them, were also 
famously reflected by Ranke’s renowned contemporary, the great French histo- 
rian Jules Michelet, whose writing of history was also cast within the discourse of 
scientific plausibility. Michelet’s romance of uncovering was more than simply the 
passion of discovery. As every French historian knows, his excitement lay in the 
fantasy that dust-covered archival boxes were a point of entry to actual French 
lives, the ghostly remains, to use a Micheletian metaphor, of those whose traces 
were entombed in the archival sepulcher. This symbolic rebirth came for Michelet 
when he unfolded the documents, made the ink speak, and wrote dead authors 
into being. As he described it in a famous passage: 


I was not slow to discern in the midst of the apparent silence of the gal- 
leries, a movement and murmur which were not those of death. The 
papers and parchments, so long deserted, desired no better than to be 
restored to the light of day. . . . Softly my dear friends, let us proceed in 
order if you please . . . as I breathed their dust, I saw them rise up. They 
rose from the sepulcher . . . as in the Last Judgment of Michelangelo or 
in the Dance of Death.” 
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The magical qualities of archival work were thus rooted for Michelet not only in 
the excitement of scientific discovery but in resurrecting the dead, translating and 
articulating their voices, and saying “what they ‘really’ meant and ‘really’ wanted, 
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since they themselves ‘did not understand.” From then on, as Benedict Anderson 
has suggested, the silence of the dead was no longer an obstacle for historians. 
Archives could now reveal their long buried feelings and desires as if they too were 
facts.” 

It was something of a paradox, of course, that the emergence of scientific his- 
tory in the nineteenth century clearly rested in some measure on subjective en- 
gagement with the authority of newly opened archives. The influence of historians 
like Ranke and Michelet on growing numbers of students was almost certainly as 
much an effect of the excitement they generated in exploring the archival sanctum 
as it was of their extraordinary scholarship. The authoritative archive thus stimu- 
lated a positivist history with broadly celebratory possibilities, creating a scien- 
tific foundation in an understanding of past reality for what were, in fact, ideal 
conceptions of historical change. 

What matters most about these subjectivities, therefore, is not their exagger- 
ated sentimentality. It is that the archives themselves, the objects of what Ranke 
in other places described as his “lust,” were almost entirely repositories created 
for and around the purposes of new national histories, centered on the politics 
and policies of what was increasingly understood as a natural organic state. The 
overwhelming bulk of documentation housed in European archives—those newly 
designated in some places as historical, as well as those simply held in places of 
record—reinforced this notion. The new scientific history was thus driven “natu- 
rally” by the archives to an emphasis on politics and the nation. In other words, 
the archives themselves constructed a particular kind of social and historical 
knowledge. The documents they contained were not direct links to any random 
elements of the past, but to the functions and actions of the dominant political 
authorities whose transactions they reflected and whose interests and needs were 
served by their preservation. These logically became the agents to which scientific 
history assigned primary historical purpose. 

Here was the clearest example of the convergence of archival and historical 
authority. To understand those institutions was, in effect, to view both the inter- 
nal and external histories of the nation through the structural lenses of the 
archives. Historical conceptions rooted in the primary importance of political in- 
stitutions were the central concern both of historians in their work to uncover the 
past and of archivists in their work to order and represent the extant historical 
record. For historians and archivists both, the subjective pleasures of uncovering 
and ordering history “as it really was” were linked as well to deepening commit- 
ments to particular kinds of states and their historical importance. In effect, the 
authoritative archival histories that Ranke, Michelet, Burckhardt, and others 
came to narrate in the course of the nineteenth century constructed in imagina- 
tive ways the great national histories their scientific scholarship itself supposedly 
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had revealed. For Michelet, moreover, as well as others, the process of exhuma- 
tion gave life and voice not only to the agencies of politics and the powerful, as 
with Ranke, but to the organic nation itself. 

In 1869, for example, the British government funded Lord Acton to travel 
throughout Europe to consult continental archives concerning British history. 
In recounting the history of Renaissance Florence, Burckhardt sought to move 
beyond the positivist concern for a history of facts and to isolate the particular 
characteristics and genius of the Italian spirit. Burckhardt drew instead on the 
Romantic historiographical tradition represented by Goethe and Herder that 
stressed the organic nature of national cultures. While his work required “a 
total immersion in the primary sources of the period,” as a historian of the 
problem has observed, Burckhardt was “not concerned with either the histor- 
ical veracity of the data they contained or the need to write a political history 
of facts but with their status as historical expressions of the prevailing na- 
tional spirit.”** 

German and Italian scholars were also now scouring archival materials in ef- 
forts to conceptualize the historical context of national ambition, a process that 
inevitably brought them to the still closed doors of the Archivio Segreto Vaticano, 
still administered as the private repository of a royal court. That these histories 
themselves played a central role in creating the nations they described is by now 
generally recognized by those who study nineteenth-century national develop- 
ment. At its core, the “invention of tradition” is about the logical connections 
between historicism and the perceptions of continuities between a succession of 
archivally verified events. The causes and consequences of events and the people 
who made them emerge as the essential agents of the nation as well as of history 
itself.” 

From this perspective, what is especially striking about works like Ranke’s and 
Michelet’s magisterial histories of Germany and France, about Die Osmanen und 
die spanische Monarchie im 16 und 17 Jahrhundert, Die römischen Pépste in den Letz- 
ten vier Jahrhunderten, Legends democratique du nord, Jeanne D'Arc, Histoire de la 
révolution francaise, and other writings of comparable scope and sweep, is the 
order they imposed on the still disorganized welter of materials—one might even 
say documentary chaos—on which they were based. While scientific history was 
part of a broader nineteenth-century search for order and regularity, these qual- 
ities were more commonly imposed on the materials than drawn scientifically 
from them. The great syntheses that Fourier, Proudhon, Comte, and especially 
Marx distilled from their materials clearly derived from the same cultural mental- 
ities that produced Darwin, Pasteur, Edison, and Freud. At the same time, history 
seminars evolved in the description of Herbert Baxter Adams “from a nursery of 
dogma into a laboratory of scientific truth.”* Faculty and students became 
engaged with the notion that a search for the underlying “laws” of history, not 
simply its causal logic, might be related to the stunning new discoveries of order 
and regularity in the physical and natural sciences. 
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The study of history consequently emerged as a professional academic disci- 
pline by the end of the nineteenth century in large part because its enquiries and 
methodologies themselves became increasingly disciplined, that is, ordered and 
practiced according to accepted standards of evidence and proof. At the same 
time, the authority of these syntheses also rested on the ways their master prac- 
titioners tamed the documents themselves, and thus the historical chaos their 
disorder might otherwise have reflected. Gaining control over the documents was 
gaining control over history itself. Authentic archival documents were linked to 
discretely constructed notions of how history “unfolded.” In the process, random- 
ness was not simply reduced to the logical patterns of historical change; the pat- 
terns themselves acted to efface from the reader’s understanding a sense of what 
the archives and documents themselves were really like. 

In these circumstances, it is not surprising that the increasing enthusiasm for 
writing national histories in informed and orderly ways was also increasingly bal- 
anced by a concern that the story be “accurately” told. Even at the Vatican, Pope 
Pius IX came to feel in reading the work of contemporary German and Italian 
historians that the church’s own contributions to the new national histories was 
greatly unappreciated and required its own scientific verification. In 1881 the 
door to the Vatican Archives began to crack open by order of Pius’s successor, Leo 
XIII. The historian Theodor von Sickel, head of the Austrian Institute in Rome and 
educated at L'École des Chartes, was among the first outsiders to be given the 
extraordinary privilege of access. Because Sickel was a Protestant, there was every 
assumption among Vatican figures resistant to opening the archives that the 
results of his work would be biased against the Holy See. 

Sickel himself, however, was most interested in demonstrating from a position 
of undisputed objectivity the authenticity of a particular tenth-century docu- 
ment, the Privilegium Ottonis, through which the first German emperor, Otto I, 
was reported to have pledged loyalty to Rome in return for an array of privileges 
and gifts. The document was long thought to be a forgery. Dispute over its authen- 
ticity was a thorn in relations between the Vatican and the emerging German 
state. Using scientific methods of verification, von Sickel was indeed able to show 
the document was authentic, allowing the Pope to confront the growing offensive 
against the Vatican’s reach and power.”® 

That a Protestant could use the archives to prove a long-held claim of the pa- 
pacy so inspired Leo XIII that in 1883 he published an order opening the Archivio 
Segreto. Despite opposition, the Pope justified his decision by arguing that his- 
tory written scientifically could overcome inherent biases against religion and the 
church. Leo argued for the need for a “true” history that would, among other 
benefits, “show the Italian people what they owe to the popes of past centuries.” 
Let scholars “work at the sources, use prudence and not rashness in judgment. ... 
Go to the sources. That is why I have opened the archives to you.”’’ Even the 
Archivio Segreto itself was now positioned as an authentic arbiter of historical 
truth. Using the Vatican’s long closeted materials and well versed in Ranke’s own 
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skeptical history of the papacy, another German historian, Ludwig von Pastor, 
was able in 1886 to publish the first of his monumental forty-volume Geschichte 
der Pépste, which indeed, as Pope Leo had hoped, combined detailed archival 
scholarship with zealous Catholic sympathies.” Von Pastor’s work was in essence 
a scientifically argued counter narrative to German and Italian national histories. 


Modernizing Bureaucracies and New Developments 
in Archival Administration 


By the latter part of the nineteenth century, the authoritative archive had thus set 
modern European historiography firmly on positivist feet. The passion for dis- 
covery displayed by Rankean scholars like von Pastor stirred extraordinary en- 
ergy, easily rivaling that displayed by those in the natural and physical sciences. 
Like the authority of Darwin’s fossils or Pasteur’s laboratory, the authority of the 
archive lent credence to the notion that the history of social organisms also fol- 
lowed natural laws. New access to their prized holdings endowed the subjectiv- 
ities of historical engagement with the rigors of objective research. The authority 
of “primary sources” assured historical studies a key place in the emerging disci- 
plines of social science. Ambitious archival publishing projects like that initiated 
in France by Francois Guizot were designed to bring out the most “important 
unpublished materials on the history of our fatherland.” 

As this occurred, the practices of archival administration also came under new 
scrutiny, partly to make them more scientific in their own right, partly because 
the nineteenth century also saw an explosion of new kinds of records and mate- 
rials for archives to handle. Urbanization, industrialization, and the concurrent 
expansion of state and commercial activity all produced new streams of documen- 
tation. This occurred within still centralized monarchies like Russia, as well as 
more democratic and decentralized systems. In the private sector, as Alfred Chan- 
dler has shown, the growing national and international business firms that fueled 
the imperial ambitions of modernizing states generated their own prodigious 
amounts of documentation as they produced, extracted, and distributed goods 
over larger and larger areas of the globe.” The dull underside of both industriali- 
zation and empire was a vast quantity and variety of new records and record 
types. 

These changes in the quantity and type of documentation held momentous 
implications for archives, just as they would again with the electronic revolution 
beginning in the 1990s. New approaches designed to preserve and strengthen 
the authority of the archive had to be developed. The most significant of these 
emerged with the publication in 1898 of the Dutch Manual, authored by three 
prominent state archivists, Samuel Muller, J. A. Feith, and R. Fruin.” The volume 
was a work of seminal importance. Muller, Feith, and Fruin engaged archives 
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intellectually, as a set of theoretical as well as practical problems. They had little 
tolerance for the subject-based classification schemes so in vogue in the late 
nineteenth century. Rather, they concentrated their attention on what they 
thought constituted the authorities derived from the context of the record itself. 
In contrast to the principles of diplomatics, their solution was to focus archivists 
away from the documents themselves to an analysis of the processes by which 
they were generated. Records in the bureaucratic environment, they argued, 
were organically related to the processes that generated them. If these processes 
were authentic, the documents they produced had to be considered authentic as 
well, regardless of their content. This principle would form the basis for both an 
understanding and a description of archival holdings. 

As the contemporary Dutch archivist Eric Ketelaar has suggested about his 
predecessors, the authors of the Dutch Manual were not wholly original in their 
thinking.” Muller in particular developed his ideas while attending lectures at 
LEcole des Chartes in Paris. Similar approaches were being developed in Italy 
and especially Prussia, where German archivists were now addressing the prob- 
lems of their repositories with vigor. But the Dutch Manual addressed the issues 
at hand with a new and compelling clarity. In opposition to the ways European 
archives had been defined and structured by officeholders rather than by their 
offices, the Manual asserted an organic link between the documentation and the 
office that produced it, superseding the claims of its authors. In effect, the Dutch 
Manual was insisting that the great family archives of Western Europe were full 
of what we now would recognize as “official” rather than “governmental” records 
that belonged to society, as well as the state. If this was the case, the Dutch 
Manual argued that archivists were professionally obligated to respect the or- 
ganic link between the documents and the activity that produced them. The idea 
was called réspect des fonds. The administrative linkages and the original order of 
the documentation had to be identified as much as possible and preserved in the 
ways it was arranged and described in the archives. In addition to challenging 
prevailing notions of what constituted an authentic record, these new methods 
and frameworks pushed the role of the archivist toward records management, 
both within and beyond the dominant archives of the state. 

These new conceptions of archival management were no longer limited to the 
records of government. Private corporate organizations of various sorts also had 
layers of organizational accountability for which archives were essential. Complex 
organizational structures depended on information flow through records pro- 
duction in order to function efficiently.” Both within and outside the state sector, 
therefore, organizational processes also had to be evaluated in terms of the ways 
records could and should be generated and preserved. For this to be done prop- 
erly, archivists had to acquire knowledge about the institutions whose docu- 
ments they would archive in order to assure the records “authentically” reflected 
an institution’s essential administrative practices. Only on this basis could an 
archive show “respect” for fonds, preserving the organic linkage between agency 
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and record group, as well as the original internal order of the records that com- 
prised the specific group.” 

By the early twentieth century, all of this had further expanded the archivist’s 
professional role in Europe and North America. Even in archives that were not 
designated as historical, archivists increasingly acquired important new responsi- 
bilities within the institutions they served, and they had to be trained to assure 
consistencies between archival and institutional organization. Records of indi- 
vidual ministries had to reflect ministerial practices. Corporate documents had to 
authenticate the processes by which corporate policies were made, implemented, 
and were accountable. Catalogues and finding aids had to facilitate retrieval but 
now also had to serve as blueprints of institutional administration in order to 
assure the authority of their materials.” Archival “science,” too, in other words, 
was developing rapidly as a distinct disciplinary field, along with the professional 
role of the archivist. 

In the process, historians and others came to see archives not so much as re- 
positories or compilations of past records, however much they housed court 
reports, birth and death certificates, and the increasing body of materials that 
modernizing states thought necessary to keep track of their citizens. Instead, 
archives were increasingly regarded as an integrated, systematic, and authorita- 
tive set of sources for processing the past of the nation-state. For historians and 
archivists both, historical science and the legitimacy an authoritative past con- 
ferred on contemporary institutions were thus secured directly to the authen- 
ticity of the archival record. The work of the historian and the work of the archivist 
converged on a conception of the authentic document as source and evidence: the 
“basic data” for disciplined historical research based on progressive scientific 
methodologies. Especially in Europe but elsewhere as well, historians and archi- 
vists both found themselves in new positions of importance. Archival history now 
constituted the foundation of all verifiable historical knowledge and the keystone 
of national historical understanding. 


The Turn Away from Historical 
Authority in the Archives 


Although the United States came late to the process of creating a national archive, 
the close association between historians and archivists, between authentic his- 
tory and archival documentation, developed and flourished here in other ways. By 
the time the U.S. National Archives opened in 1934, most American states had 
their own archival repositories. Most were also closely allied with local historical 
societies, a particularly American institution. Indeed, the first organized collecting 
of institutional records and personal papers deemed historical began in America 
as early as 1791 with the founding of the Massachusetts Historical Society. In 
subsequent years a number of like societies were organized to collect and preserve 
particular kinds of valued documents, confirming a local sense of what was histor- 
ically important. 

If big events like dynastic change and revolution largely defined the “historical” 
in Europe, Russia, China, and elsewhere, “great” events like the Civil War had a 
similar effect in the United States. Particularly after the 1860s, extensive efforts 
were made to assemble the historical documentation of the old South into state 
historical societies and archives so as not to “forget.” Many states like Minnesota 
and Wisconsin also began to invest public funds in collecting their own historical 
materials, a process that greatly expanded the range of collections. Ideas about 
which particular stories deserved to be documented varied greatly in different 
localities. Nevertheless, the American collecting tradition strengthened the con- 
ceptual convergence between the authenticity of the archives and the idea of what 
was historically important, that is, between archives and history. 

Most of these historical societies were privately established and funded, 
although many later became partly or fully supported by the states. It may well be, 
as Walter Whitehill has argued, that precisely because they were initially unfet- 
tered by government, they shaped a sense of the American past in the nineteenth 
century that was more removed from the state interests dominating European 
archives.’ Be this as it may, local and state historical collections in the United 
States were no less devoted to creating a national historical hagiography, cele- 
brating great men and interweaving their families with the events that their 
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members and collection managers thought should define an American national 
consciousness.* Although their practices contrasted with the much more central- 
ized processes structuring European archives in the nineteenth century, they 
were no less significant in identifying the importance of archives with historical 
understanding. Even without the demarcation between current and historical 
archives that underlay the creation of the Archives Nationales in Paris after the 
French revolution, American collecting practices nourished the Rankean romance 
between historians and their archives.* 

The problem was that the particularly local focus of American collecting insti- 
tutions created major gaps in the broader historical record. This was most notably 
the case with documents generated by governments themselves at both the state 
and national level. By now the European style of seminar teaching had introduced 
Rankean notions of structured, document-based research in all major American 
universities. This formalism required much more careful documentation of his- 
torical argument in the pursuit of American historical truth.* While some of this 
material could be found in local archives and historical societies where archivists 
were ready and eager to serve the new scholarly needs of their patrons, historians 
increasingly sought access to the broadly scattered records of state and national 
political institutions, emulating their colleagues in Europe. How could American 
historians write their own national story without the systematic preservation of 
documents of state? How could the United States stand with other modern 
nations without a National Archives? The interdependence between scientific his- 
tory and authoritative archives had become an essential matter of professional 
historical interest. 


History as Archival “Authority” 


For archivists engaged in preserving a historical record, there was a fundamental 
reliance on historical “authority” in the appraisal and acquisition of documents. 
Although the term has centered much of our discussion so far, we put it in quota- 
tion marks here because it has both a general and specific meaning for archival 
practices. The general meaning connotes the reliance of collectors on the views of 
historians themselves to determine what constituted a proper documentary 
record of the past. Within archives, its more specific and technical meaning relates 
to practices of description. “Authority” in this context is a technical term. It per- 
tains to the source for particular descriptive identifiers used to catalogue a collec- 
tion of documents. The larger the collection, the more important the categories by 
which the material is arranged and described. The authorities used to determine 
these categories consequently create (or recreate) the conceptual framework in 
which an archival collection is set and known. 

In European archival practices one line of authority derived naturally from a 
shared appreciation of the historical and institutional context or agency in which 
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records or documents were produced. If we use records to mean a series of docu- 
ments related to a specific state or social activity (births, deaths, court decisions, 
taxes, wills, property records, and the like), the organic connections between, say, 
birth certificates or baptismal records and social service or church agencies are 
obvious. Once they are verified as accurate, the value of these records, as well as 
the terms used to describe them, gain their authority from the transactional role 
of the generating agency. The process is similar for documents that are not specif- 
ically transactional in nature. The authorities used to describe correspondence, 
orders or decrees, individual diaries, architectural plans, and the like derive from 
an understanding of their context within organizational processes: the agency, 
function, or in certain cases, the particular importance of the person who gener- 
ated the documents or files. 

Archival authorities in this sense create the repository’s organizational scaf- 
folding. “Authority”-based descriptive terminologies derive from a specific archi- 
val conception of provenance, a term signifying that the agency of origin of a 
record or record group is its fundamental characteristic. Provenance thus describes 
an axiomatic and organic relationship between records and the processes that 
generated them. Although focused primarily on specific provenance-based agen- 
cies, the concepts underlying archival description also reflect an assumed relation- 
ship between documents and their sociopolitical contexts. Through the language 
of finding aids, these authorities associate the importance of records and docu- 
ments with an understanding of the social, cultural, or political importance of the 
individuals, events, or institutions that prevailed at the time of their accession. 
The description of records thus embeds these authorities in the archive. Both ex- 
plicitly and inadvertently, these associations create the elements of continuity 
between the dominant authorities involved in the creation of the documents and 
the ways the documents are understood and processed by those who are subse- 
quently responsible for their care. 

As historical exploration gained scientific credibility in the nineteenth century, 
the interdependence of disciplined historical enquiry and archives of all sorts 
made these matters relatively simple. On the European continent, as well as in 
China, Japan, Russia, and other parts of what was understood as the modernizing 
world, what historians regarded as important for an understanding of the past 
corresponded neatly with the institutions, events, or transactions that produced 
documents and records, and hence the authorities by which they were acquisi- 
tioned and catalogued. The passage of dynasties, reigns, or administrations sepa- 
rated materials into “historical” and “current” designations almost as readily as 
great events like the French revolution, even if access to much of this material was 
restricted. Current records receded into historical designations with the passage 
of time, if sometimes less systematically. 

In the United States, historical societies and early state archives played a sim- 
ilar role. Both used historical authorities in determining which materials were to 
be preserved, how they were to be catalogued, and hence how the nation’s past 
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and purpose were to be understood. Their historical documentation was assem- 
bled to authenticate historical narration. Like more institutionalized European 
archives, American repositories also developed widely in the course of the nineteenth 
century on the basis of the now commonplace positivist ideal that a single historical 
truth could be discovered through a careful reading of documentary vestiges 
of the past. As we know, the American story of progress joined a belief in the 
centrality of individuals to the European emphasis on institutions in the forma- 
tion of historical understanding. This extended something like the attributes of 
royalty onto America’s great families, a perspective that found (and still finds) 
particular resonance in the veneration of sons and daughters of the American 
revolution, war veterans, and the political biographies of American presidents 
and other important political figures. 

Especially after the Civil War, institutions of U.S. national government were 
also increasingly considered to be the bedrock of historical understanding. A dem- 
ocratic society structured by representative institutions, whatever their limita- 
tions, seemed a true reflection of American greatness—its own special claim laid 
out in a century increasingly marked by competitive imperial positioning in an 
increasingly conflicted world. As the geographical boundaries of the country 
expanded westward, a physically larger state meshed nicely with these concep- 
tions: America’s great men and great institutions became the common core of the 
great American national adventure, shaped and validated by authentic local docu- 
mentation. In the process, the contextual authorities for American archival mate- 
rial increasingly derived from a convergence between the archivists’ understanding 
of how materials were generated and their understanding of why and how that 
activity was historically significant. 

In much of the western world, moreover, the demographic and economic 
changes that resulted from urban and industrial transformations also led to a 
great increase in records production, prompting new interest in the capacity of 
documentation to inform and guide government decisions and policies. New 
forms of documentation sustained the burgeoning governmental bureaucracies 
required to administer increasingly complex urban environments. The emergence 
of mass production and mass distribution also led to the development of more 
complex records systems within the private sector.° 

To the extent that records were housed in archival repositories in both Europe 
and North America, and were organized and catalogued on the basis of generally 
recognizable historical authorities, archivists could easily assume the mantle of 
history’s custodians. In the literal sense, they safeguarded important documents 
whose historical value they not only helped create but which increased over time 
by virtue of their very preservation. More figuratively, archivists became the 
custodians of particular understandings of national histories, since the author- 
ities they deployed in processing these pasts structured an understanding of 
the agencies involved in defining the contours of a historical present and its 
possible futures. 
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Historical Authority and Custodial Management 
in Practice: The American Paradigm 


Well into the nineteenth century and even beyond, it was common practice for 
tsars, mandarin emperors, and other leading state figures to appoint official his- 
torians to describe their accomplishments and assure their self-defined place in 
history. Russian and Chinese rulers developed this practice into an art form both 
before and after their respective revolutions, but it was and remains a familiar 
practice in less autocratic societies as well. Indeed, one of the great archival scan- 
dals of the nineteenth century occurred during the French second empire when a 
prominent historian and admirer of Napoleon Bonaparte attacked Louis Napo- 
leon’s official edition of his putative uncle’s complete Correspondence, which Louis 
hoped would strengthen his own claim to power. In what came to be known as 
laffaire d’Haussonville, a French baron showed the publication was not, in fact, 
complete, and detailed the obstructions he himself had experienced in accessing 
supposedly open materials. Stressing that his own arguments were firmly based 
on authoritative archival materials, d’Haussonville used his critique to challenge 
the second empire’s larger claim to historical legitimacy. He also laid bare the 
politically biased practices of the Archives Nationales itself.° 

The d’Haussonville affair was a salutary experience for the growing corps of 
professional historians in the United States, especially those who were cloistered 
by this time in new academic departments of history. Many were playing an active 
role in managing local or regional historical collections. Their students were 
engaged in the rigors of documentary analysis and preservation. Training in the 
new social science of history was becoming the most common route to an archival 
career. At the ninth annual meeting of the American Historical Association in 
1893, held in Chicago in conjunction with the World’s Columbian Exhibition, 
great attention was focused on presentations such as “The Value of a National 
Archives to a Nation’s Life.” According to Ellen Hardin Walworth from New York, 
“what the Bible is to the theologian, and what statute law is to the lawyer, the 
state archive is to the historian.” Shortly afterwards, J. Franklin Jameson, a 
prominent historian from Brown University and editor of the new American 
Historical Review, submitted a proposal to the AHA Executive Council for the “sys- 
tematic collection, organization, and selective publication of source materials in 
American history.” As a result of these efforts, the AHA established a Public 
Archives Commission, instructing its members to report annually to the associa- 
tion on “the extent and conditions of public records in the country.”® 

It quickly became known that in contrast to Europe, the condition of public 
records in the United States was in great disarray. Documents and records of the 
federal government were often stored haphazardly by departments. Fires and 
mismanagement took their toll, especially as collections expanded. In 1877 
and 1881, fires devastated important collections housed at the Interior and War 
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Departments. On investigation, it turned out that more than 250 separate fires 
had destroyed federal records since Congress first authorized the preservation of 
state papers. 

The AHA also gained support in Congress. After the Association passed a reso- 
lution drawing the attention of Congress “to the importance for American history 
that... a hall of records would possess,” Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachu- 
setts, himself a historian, began work on bill to establish a national American 
archive modeled on the British Public Record Office Act of 1833. Lodge praised 
the PRO as the institution that “established the magnificent glory of historical 
scholarship in London,” and with J. Franklin Jameson, helped secure the support 
of Presidents Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft for a U.S. National 
Archives.”° 

The AHA’s Archival Commission urged systematic responses within records- 
producing agencies of government to the scholarly need for historical documenta- 
tion. The quest for a National Archives in the United States was thus substantially 
based on the established authorities of American historical understanding, as 
well as on a perceived need to spread this understanding broadly. Accessioning 
records into a centralized National Archives was to be a source of validation for 
the authentic history of the nation, the ultimate authority over the past. While 
the thrust of these reports and early legislative initiatives was for a more system- 
atic and safe way to present the essential historical records of the nation, Jameson 
himself was particularly mindful of the practical arguments for records retention. 
Using the progressive rhetoric of the time, the Association president stressed that 
good records retention policies would also make the government more efficient. 

Like other leading historians of the time, Jameson was also well versed in Euro- 
pean archival practices. In assessing the condition of government records in the 
United States, he and others looked to replicate European models for archival ins- 
titutions that sustained scholarly exploration of the history of the nation. In 
1906, he traveled abroad to meet with the heads of major European archives and 
returned home further determined to make all possible documentary sources 
available to America’s scholars as “the first requisites for a ‘scientific’ history of the 
country.” While America’s various historical societies were ready and eager to 
serve research needs, Jameson viewed their selection and acquisition of manu- 
scripts as parochial, “feeble and myopic.” He found unacceptable that venerable 
institutions like the New York Historical Society, one of the country’s oldest and 
most distinguished private repositories, had by now become a membership-based 
institution whose library seemed largely devoted to the genealogical validation of 
the old aristocratic families. 

By contrast, archivists in Germany, France, and elsewhere in Europe, placed a 
new emphasis on retaining government records for their possible use by histo- 
rians, rather than taking the risk of destroying them for short-term practical gain. 
By the first decades of the twentieth century, the process of codifying professional 
archival practice had integrated the notion that “the scholarly archivist had to be 
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consulted at an early stage and to be given a decisive influence, both in order to 
save the valuable and to discard the worthless.” German manuals began to note 
the importance of age, content, and placement of bodies of documentation within 
administrative hierarchies in the processes of appraising their historical value. 

Jameson’s thinking also reflected the emerging European conception of a “cus- 
todial” archivist, a concept that soon became fully elaborated in the writings of 
the English archivist Hilary Jenkinson. Jenkinson argued forcefully that profes- 
sional archivists had to adopt a passive, noninterventionist position when it came 
to transferring and archiving active bureaucratic records. The archivists’ role was 
to assure the records under their care had emerged from an authentic process of 
creation and to act simply as their custodian, overseeing for the state the needs of 
accurate records production and retention. What documents were created and 
what records were to survive was not the archivist’s business, but a matter for the 
originating agency to determine. Sometime Keeper of Records in the British 
Public Records Office, sometime lecturer at Cambridge and the University of 
London, Jenkinson eventually drew his ideas about the archivist’s custodial role 
together in a new Manual of Archival Administration, one that quickly rivaled its 
Dutch predecessor in importance.“ 

Jenkinson’s influential volume was, however, more than a simple administra- 
tive manual. It defended a specific, unique, and in Jenkinson’s view, highly moral 
position of archival neutrality, assigning a professional identity independent of 
persuasion and historical judgment. The archivist “ought not to be an historian.” 
His [or her] role was to be “the servant of his archive first.” Rather than becoming 
skilled in diplomatics-based evaluations in the pursuit of documentary authen- 
ticity, archivists in the state’s expanding bureaucratic milieu were simply to be 
receivers of records whose authenticity lay in their organic relationship to the 
bureaucratic processes that generated them. As these conceptions became broadly 
accepted, the passive custodial position of archivists as “keepers of the record” 
emerged as the hallmark of archival professionalism, even within historical 
archives. 

While these transformations began to distance professional archivists from 
historical analysis, they still remained focused on the evolution and influence of 
government institutions and state officials, and hence on the central historical 
questions of the day. They stemmed not from new understandings of history, but 
from a recognition that the production of administrative documents was increasing 
rapidly and the professionalization of their archiving required more sophisticated 
methods for arrangement, description, and especially retrieval. The development 
of the modern finding aid thus gave further authority to the documents by clari- 
fying their linkages to the originating agency’s purpose and function. (More 
developed front matter with extensive “agency histories” and scope and content 
analysis is a largely American contribution of the mid-twentieth century.) A 
“series description” was soon devised that divided the records according to their 
physical arrangement in the offices where they were generated, while the “file 
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folder” structure, with its specific file and folder headings, came to mirror the 
structure of the materials themselves as they were produced. A key advantage of 
Jenkinson’s “passive” approach was that it discouraged any rearranging of these 
structures, preserving the seemingly clear historical picture they reflected. Estab- 
lished forms of organization and retrieval could simply be expanded to accommo- 
date new materials.7® 

In this way, archivists were also discouraged from destroying records or 
restricting their access. Ideally, all files generated by a state agency or private or- 
ganization were simply to be transferred from their creators to the archive. While 
the growing scale of documentation meant that selections increasingly had to be 
made about what records should be retained and who should be permitted to see 
them, these again were not to be decisions for the archives but the responsibility 
of the institutions generating the records. Historians could expect to find all avail- 
able materials in an archive that initiating agencies themselves had not restricted. 

The Jenkinsonian conception of the archivists’ custodial role was soon univer- 
sally recognized in the United States as the foundation of modern archival admin- 
istration, although it was seen not so much as a question of archival theory as 
efficient archival practice.” Indeed, archival administration was still largely a task 
for historians in the United States. So many historians were engaged in archival 
administration that the American Historical Association began to convene a sep- 
arate annual conference for its archivist members. a gathering that soon devel- 
oped into the independent Society of American Archivists (SAA). At the same 
time, when the cornerstone of the National Archives was finally laid in 1933, a 
model of archival management had essentially emerged in the United States, in 
which the archivist and the historian were seen as pursuing tasks that were 
professionally distinct but entirely consonant in purpose, each working closely 
with the other in the use and preservation of essential historical documentation. 
Herbert Hoover celebrated this mutuality with exuberance at the 1933 dedication: 


The romance of history will have living habitation here in the writings of 
statesmen, soldiers, and all the others, both men and women, who have 
built the great structure of our national life. This temple of our history 
will appropriately be one of the most beautiful buildings in America, an 
expression of the American soul. It will be one of the most durable, an 
expression of the American character."* 


In this heady atmosphere, it is hardly surprising that the Executive Committee 
of the AHA assumed that the new position of Archivist of the United States would 
have to be occupied by a distinguished historian. Acting on the AHA’s recommen- 
dation, President Franklin Roosevelt appointed R. D. W. Connor, professor of 
history at the University of North Carolina and secretary of the North Carolina 
State Historical Commission, to the position. Among the staff of 300 that Connor 
chose to assist him in managing and appraising documents for their historical 
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value, seventy-four had MAs and thirty-two held PhDs. One hundred and 
sixty additional staff members were college graduates with at least some training 
in history.” 


Challenges to the Custodial Model 


To see how solidly archival practice in the United States was oriented around cus- 
todial practices in the service of history and historians by the mid-1930s, one 
need only look at the facades of the grand neoclassical National Archives building 
in Washington, D.C. There chiseled in limestone were reminders that “The Glory 
and Romance of Our History are Here Preserved in the Chronicles of Those who 
Conceived and Builded [sic] the Structure of Our Nation”; “What is Past is Pro- 
logue”; “Study the Past”; “The Heritage of the Past is the Seed [of the Future].” 
When the two most sacred documents of American history, the Constitution and 
the Declaration of Independence, were moved to the building from the Library of 
Congress, they came with a full military escort and were housed in what was 
designed as an altar of repose.” 

From the very moment the U.S. National Archives opened its doors however, 
the archivist-historians responsible for its administration encountered serious 
challenges to the ambitions they brought to the capital. The new Archivist of the 
United States, R. D. W. Connor and his colleagues were well aware that the majes- 
tic “Temple to Clio” on Constitution Avenue would house the prosaic records of 
state administration, as well as serve as the “permanent repository of American 
historical source material,” as FDR put it in congratulating Connor.” But like 
other monumental projects that take too long in the making, the tasks for which 
the Archives was originally designed had now become much more extensive and 
problematic. The sheer weight of organizing and accounting for what had become 
a large and rapidly increasing output of bureaucratic processes was daunting. The 
burden of these responsibilities quickly affected the day-to-day work of identi- 
fying, selecting, ordering, arranging, and housing even most routine materials. 

Unlike their European colleagues, moreover, the Americans had no standard- 
ized manuals to guide them. Instead, Jameson and others had long emphasized 
that “the authority of history” itself would inform the archival processes of selec- 
tion and retention.” Yet it was no longer an easy matter to translate the functions 
of custodian of the historical record into the orderly management of tons of 
material that government departments at all levels were now transferring to the 
archivists’ custody. There was also the problem of assuring that records thought to 
have historical value were properly retained by individual agencies, as well as the 
need to persuade some of the government’s most important bureaus to relinquish 
materials that some officials regarded as too sensitive. 

At the same time, the very opening of the National Archives strengthened the 
authority of history itself in U.S. repositories during the 1930s as well as new 
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national and local interest in documenting “the great American story.” Among the 
other undertakings of FDR’s Work Projects Administration (WPA) were the His- 
torical Records Surveys, a massive effort to survey historical records all over the 
nation wherever they might be housed. In turn, the large number of reports that 
emerged from the canvas of materials held by churches, town halls, libraries, his- 
torical societies, and prominent individuals, among other sources, stimulated 
awareness of American historical documentation more broadly. At the new 
National Archives, Connor and his staff began to supervise the preparation of 
detailed indices for records series on cemetery interments, military service, news- 
papers, and the like, as well as the U.S. national censuses, whose data was still 
locally held. 

The transformation of the archives from a storehouse to an accessible reposi- 
tory was thus a complex matter requiring substantial new work in arrangement 
and description. There were other challenges as well. It was soon apparent that 
the sheer bulk of material now coming under the National Archives administra- 
tion presented problems as monumental as the new building itself. When Solon J. 
Buck succeeded Connor in 1941, his greatest concern was with “this elephantine 
records management problem.”” By 1943 there were more than 16 million cubic 
feet of government records, only half of which were in Washington. 

The Second World War increased this volume exponentially, even with the pas- 
sage of the Records Disposal Act. By 1945, Buck felt it was becoming impossible 
under these conditions for the National Archives to manage an adequate program 
of records administration.” In David Lowenthal’s felicitous phrase, archivists 
were becoming adrift in the “chaos of accumulation.”” In the view of Buck’s assis- 
tant Philip C. Brooks, the problem of records administration “was to the archivist 
of today what the study of diplomatics was to the archivist of earlier times—and 
more ... The complexities of modern administrative documentation have so 
multiplied the technical facets of filing that many persons regard it as a myste- 
rious cult.”6 

By what criteria, then, should a document be judged worthy of retention? 
What set of questions should govern the retention of whole series of records? And 
what, in particular, was the role of historical understanding itself in shaping the 
appraisal criteria? Could new archival authorities be usefully derived from histor- 
ical study—new authorities to guide the processes of selection and retention 
when the production of documents was increasing so rapidly? The historical 
authorities that gave most collections their categorical identities were localized 
and unsystematic. They could not provide the conceptual framework for ordering 
the scope and content of the vast array of records that now came under National 
Archives control. The technical concept of “authorities” had to be given a more 
refined and effective content. 

The pages of the American Archivist during these years show how the growing 
archival profession was working on a number of conceptual fronts. In 1944 Hilary 
Jenkinson himself focused on the value of archives as “sanctuaries” for “evidence” 
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in the hope that in the turmoil of the postwar world there would be ample 
resources for both reconstruction of archives and an appreciation of them as a 
“means of knowledge.””’ The April issue of that year also contained a model act for 
individual American states for the creation of Departments of Archives and His- 
tory whose language identified among their objectives “the stimulation of 
research, study, and activity in the field of [name of state] history.”** In the 1950s 
archivists began to probe the nature of documentation for emerging subfields of 
historical study. Paul Lewinson of the National Archives, for example, provided an 
analysis of records relating to the modern labor movement.” Fritz Epstein deliv- 
ered an overview of research resources in the Washington area relating to the 
Second World War.” Oliver W. Holmes wrote on developments in the formation 
of historical collections by U.S. businesses and Eldon S. Cohen and Seymour V. 
Connor wrote on French archives in Indochina and American legal materials as 
new historical sources.*' The pages of the journal were becoming a bridge between 
those exploring new topics in historical study and those who had some under- 
standing of the sources that were most likely to be useful. 

At the same time, new ideas were emerging about how to define the role of the 
archive bureaucratically within the structures of government. Influenced by Euro- 
pean emphasis on fonds and provenance as categories of bureaucratic structure and 
behavior, archivists such as Margaret Cross Norton, of the State Archivist in 
Illinois, and Theodore Schellenberg of the National Archives, began to argue that 
archival structures in the United States also had to reflect in a uniform and 
systematic way their relation to the institutions that created their materials.” 
Although their views of the archival profession varied in important respects, they 
both echoed the English and French by emphasizing national archives as a 
bureaucratic function of government obligated to serve the state and its institu- 
tions. They existed primarily as holders of the evidence of governmental 
transactions and decisions, as well as a repository for information gleaned in the 
process of governmental operations. 

Appraisal in this perspective was not so much a question of determining the 
historical importance of the records themselves. It concerned instead the pre- 
sumed importance of the creating agency or the completeness of the accumulated 
information. In other words, documents were to be archived because of their 
importance in understanding the institutional context of the record group itself. 
In effect, the archive was to privilege the institutional over the historical. History 
would be served only by implication insofar as the institutions whose materials 
were archived remained seminal actors in producing knowledge of the past. 

This model also suggested the need for an independent archival profession, 
one that needed its own language and procedures in response to the complexities 
of contemporary state records production. Historical authorities were not explic- 
itly dismissed in these circumstances but their value was now largely based on the 
fact that the records of government remained central to current historiographical 
concerns. Most historians could therefore assume that good archival practice 
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would assure the preservation of records critical to what they needed to know. At 
least to archivists like Norton and Schellenberg, the key here was to develop the 
most sophisticated system for administering agency materials either by placing 
employees of the National Archives themselves in the most important govern- 
ment offices or assuring these offices hired their own trained archivists to manage 
their papers. In essence, the administration of archives was to become a function 
of American government. 


The Advance of Records Management 


These ideas took increasing hold. By the end of the 1940s, the National Archives 
itself had become part of a new National Archives and Records Administration 
within the government’s General Services Administration, losing its institutional 
independence if not its administrative autonomy to an agency whose mission and 
concerns were storage and administrative infrastructure. To the dismay of most 
archivists and historians, this placement diminished the scholarly profile of the 
archives in the name of government efficiency. Although rhetorically still a 
“temple of history” and a “sacred place of historical memory,’ the Archives was 
increasingly challenged by the comparatively mundane bureaucratic necessities of 
records management. 

As debates about these approaches soon revealed, the very notion of “records 
management” carried a logic far removed from the premises of historical preser- 
vation. Discussion also took place in venues rarely frequented by historians, and 
while it touched directly the practices that affected how they could do their work, 
it had little if any resonance in the historical community. None of the principal 
manuals of historical method published by historians in the 1950s concerned 
themselves with the relationship between systems of record keeping and the his- 
torical value of the records they preserved. Jacques Barzun, Louis Gottschalk, 
Marc Bloch, and other distinguished scholars seemed to take archives as a given 
for historians, unproblematic in either their practices or their relationship to the 
construction of historical understanding. On one hand, the presumptive relation- 
ship between archives, archival administrative practices, and historical under- 
standing remained unquestioned and unexplored.” On the other, the profession 
of history dedicated to the study and interpretation of the past was moving away 
from professional archivists increasingly dedicated to the maintenance of institu- 
tional archives. 

In these circumstances, the Society of American Archivists (SAA) rapidly 
developed into a robust professional association after splitting from the American 
Historical Association, organized to promote sound principles of archival admin- 
istration and to facilitate cooperation between archivists and archiving agencies. 
Increasingly in the 1960s, its journal, the American Archivist, focused on developing 
new professional standards for managing complex records. As the association’s 
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membership grew, the journal’s pages also began to air very different points of 
view about how records should be managed. The questions inherent in these 
problems were also seen as “archival” ones, to be handled by those who had com- 
mitted to the identity and practices of a professional archivist despite their 
training as historians.** 

This concern for the management of archives also continued to develop well 
under the radar of historians, as the “Loewenheim case” came to demonstrate. In 
1968, the historian Francis Loewenheim charged that a staff member at the 
Franklin D. Roosevelt Library had withheld six letters crucial to his research in 
order to advance the staff member’s own project. In response, the Organization of 
American Historians (OAH) and the American Historical Association formed a 
joint investigative committee, ignoring the Society of American Archivists (SAA). 
Even though the historians subsequently found in favor of the Library, the SAA 
membership was outraged at being left out of a matter they felt should have been 
looked into first and foremost by the archival profession itself.” 

While the archivists’ umbrage measured the degree of their own professional 
distancing from historians, the pressures for professional independence only 
strengthened after this incident. With characteristic understatement, the secre- 
tary of the SAA, Robert Warner, noted in his 1972 report that “there were many 
unfortunate aspects of this case, but from the archival standpoint one of the most 
serious aspects was the virtual exclusions of archivists from [its] adjudication. ... 
In all fairness to the historians, I do not see this in any way as a studied insult to 
our profession. I see it merely as an oversight. For the most part they simply were 
not aware that we had a professional society, and those that were did not think it 
important enough to be involved.” With Philip Mason, a historian and archivist 
serving as director of the labor archives at Wayne State University and the histo- 
rian Herman Kahn, director of the department of archives and manuscripts at 
Yale University’s Sterling Library, Warner began discussions with the OAH and 
the AHA in an effort to redefine their joint committee structure and to assure the 
SAA was included in all matters pertaining to historical archives. 

Along with others in the SAA, Warner hoped to establish a strong presence for 
archivists as an independent profession. He believed strongly that the archivist 
was not a historian, and decidedly not a librarian or curator. Archivists were pro- 
fessionally distinguished by particular values, methodologies, theory, and espe- 
cially training. The SAA had to be a visible, active, and effective force in developing 
the archivists’ unique identity. 

Both the Loewenheim case and a new Joint SAA-AHA-OAH Committee on 
Historians and Archivists thus underscored the extent to which the world of the 
professional historian and that of the professional archivist had separated insti- 
tutionally. Yet the outrage and the nature of the solution also underscored that 
despite the acrimony, the SAA, AHA, and OAH shared a mutual sense that 
archives also existed to serve historical understanding. As Warner insisted, while 
archivists and historians now had different professional roles and identities, 
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they also commonly recognized the centrality of archives to the historian’s 
craft.*’ 


New Archival Thinking 


Subsequent discussions in the 1970s moved archivists even further beyond a 
sense of professional exclusivity. At their annual meetings and in the pages of 
their journals, archivists began to occupy a new position of conceptual indepen- 
dence in which the fundamental nature and purpose of archival work was more 
and more removed from the work of professional historians. This increasingly 
independent mindset not only gave archivists an even more distinct professional 
identity but also led them to further redefine their professional roles. For example, 
F. Gerald Ham, the State Archivist of Wisconsin who also held a Ph.D. in history 
from the University of Kentucky, began to argue that the sheer bulk of the records 
coming under the purview of state and national archives was pressing archives 
well beyond their history-serving custodial roles. The exponential increase in the 
quantity of materials required archival processes that focused on eliminating 
records rather than preserving them. Bulk, in other words, meant archivists had 
to make preserve-or-destroy decisions. 

Ham consequently called on archivists to investigate new technologies for 
the storage of information, to think through more complex approaches to the 
appraisal of materials, to identify new systems for records scheduling and for 
the routine transfer of records, and to address the new complexities that 
derived from “right to know” and other new privacy legislation. In effect, he 
argued for a new and radical interventionism. ‘The archivists’ tasks would have 
to be governed not by anything resembling historical concerns but by an agenda 
that was archival in conception and designed to serve the archivists’ managerial 
needs.*° 

Understandably, Ham’s views generated controversy within the archival com- 
munity. Arguing against them, Frank G. Burke, an information retrieval specialist 
at the National Archives and former head of the Manuscript Division of the 
Library of Congress who like Ham also held a history Ph.D., urged that archivists 
preserve a historically oriented approach. Archives and their records still had to be 
understood in terms of the societies that created them, despite the exponential 
increase in the production of documents. Although Burke was one of the first 
National Archives administrators to advocate the use of new technologies to store 
and retrieve archival materials, he did so, in contrast to Ham, from a clear histor- 
ical and sociological perspective. “What is it within the nature of society that 
makes it create the records that it does?” he wanted archivists to ask. “What are 
the sociological aspects of records management?” “What is the nature of history, 
historical fact, and historical thought?” And how should these questions affect the 
ways documents are assessed?*? 
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Burke maintained that archivists needed to focus on these theoretical and 
analytical issues in order to formulate collections that would illuminate the past. 
His point of departure was the now challenged perspective that at its core, archi- 
val management was part of the same vital set of social interests and needs as 
history itself. In effect, Burke’s views pointed in the direction of a new archival 
historicism. He insisted archivists incorporate a sense of historical understanding 
into the core of any new archival theory. In contrast, Ham was now positing that 
archives had entered what he called the “post-custodial era.” Rather than be 
concerned about history, archivists needed to focus on the increasingly complex 
technical questions of records management, storage, selection, and description— 
concerns for which historiographical understandings seemed marginal. 

These discussions were further complicated by sharp exchanges over policies 
relating to the papers of public officials prompted by the Pentagon Papers and the 
Watergate affair, both of which touched issues at the core of the archival manage- 
ment debate. What kinds of materials should archives collect and retain, and 
when (and to whom) should access be provided? And how, in fact, should these 
decisions be made, and by whom? For most historians, the central issue in both 
cases was one of access to the “complete” historical record and the relationship 
between archival secrecy and the integrity of a democratic state. For most archi- 
vists, and especially those persuaded by Ham’s new approach to the problem of 
records management, this focus on broader policy debates seemed naive. The 
issue instead was to develop creative responses to the increasingly intractable 
problems of quantity. 

Not surprisingly, given the growing distance between the archival and histor- 
ical professions, the views of Ham and Burke and the intensive discussion in 
archival journals received little if any attention from historians, who still assumed 
that the relationship between archives and historical knowledge was and had to 
be “history driven.” Historians continued to embrace what archivists were now 
regarding as the outdated custodial model, itself in their view rather quaint. Inso- 
far as historians were interested in understanding the new problems confronting 
archivists, these seemed largely technical, organizational, and even rather 
boring—very much outside the boundaries of historical scholarship and the his- 
torians’ academic concerns. 

Perhaps for this reason, the voice of one prominent historian acquired inordi- 
nate influence among archivists. In a scathing review of the question in the 
American Archivist, Lester J. Cappon, editor of the Adams—Jefferson letters and a 
distinguished research fellow at Chicago’s Newberry Library, openly ridiculed 
Burke’s historicist position. In a haughty tone that could not have endeared him 
to his archivist readers, Cappon insisted instead that Burke’s theoretical concerns 
were solely the “province of the historian,” not the business of archivists. History 
was and is “what historians do,” not something for archivists to be concerned 
about. Reaching back to Hilary Jenkinson, the classic defender of the custodial 
approach to archives, Cappon posited that “archives were not drawn up in the 


The Turn Away from Historical Authority in the Archives 47 


interest of, or for the information, of posterity.” They simply kept the records that 
institutions and individuals wanted them to keep and had to do so “impartially” 
and in ways that preserved their “authenticity.” These were the two common qual- 
ities of supreme importance to archivists. Records had to “tell the truth.” Histor- 
ical concerns could only “compromise the status of archives as a separate discipline, 
maintaining the integrity of the records as its first principle.”“° Here, in other 
words, was a contemporary version of the now well-worn Jenkinsonian vision of 
the scientific historian being aided by passive archivists charged simply with pre- 
serving “authentic” documentation. 

The “Cappon effect,” however, was not to restore the preeminence of Hilary 
Jenkinson, whose notions of archival impartiality had rested on an unquestioned 
acceptance by historians that curators would receive, catalogue, and take good 
care of all the materials “history” sent their way. Cappon’s rear guard reaction 
ignored the critically changed context to which Ham and Burke were reacting.“ 
Although the need for some level of historical understanding still remained part 
of the thinking within the archival community as a whole, archivists in the main 
increasingly agreed with Ham that their urgent priority was defining new usable 
principles and processes to guide what had become of necessity an interven- 
tionist, rather than custodial approach, one that could only marginalize historio- 
graphically derived authorities even further.” 

As the growing literature on the question increasingly made clear, the archi- 
vists’ sense of urgency came from three areas: the increasingly intractable prob- 
lem of “bulk,” the growth of multiple archival constituencies, and changes in the 
private archival environment. 


The Insurmountable Problem of “Bulk” 


By the end of the 1970s, American archivists along with their colleagues in other 
nations recognized the sheer practical impossibility of retaining the vast majority 
of diverse materials that societies were now generating about themselves. There 
was simply not enough space to properly house the records. Public officials with 
growing staffs were producing more documentation. Everett Dirksen in his eigh- 
teen years in the U.S. Senate generated more than 280 linear feet of records. The 
presidency of Ronald Reagan generated 13,470 linear feet. The very short term of 
Gerald R. Ford generated more records than the entire presidency of Franklin D. 
Roosevelt. These numbers only hint at the total volume of records that were now 
being produced by public officials and their associated offices in the United States 
and elsewhere. Even relatively small institutions like universities and corpora- 
tions were becoming more bureaucratic in the production of documents, gener- 
ating hundreds or more feet of records per year. 

What to save? What to discard? And by what criteria should these decisions be 
made, even assuming some new funding and space could be found? What was 
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needed to solve these questions was not simply an awareness of potential histor- 
ical value but some new set of authorities that could guide archivists in selecting, 
from the growing mountain of material, the documents that held the most social 
and historical value. And once these difficult decisions were made, it was necessary 
to construct more adequate structures and processes for their retention, organi- 
zation, and retrieval—the essential elements, in other words, of a new, post- 
custodial “interventionism.” 

Factors governing the selection of material thus became dependent on the 
practicalities of space, budget, and institutional politics, usually in some slippery 
combination. When public agencies transferred material to the archives without 
themselves making the decisions about what should be retained or destroyed, 
archivists had no choice but to use their best judgment in determining what social 
or institutional needs the material might serve. In the process, established histor- 
ical authorities were necessarily subordinated to what might be regarded as the 
mundane considerations of practicality. What was left of the historic partnership 
between historians and archivists was reduced to the archivists’ assumption that 
what they managed to preserve would somehow prove useful to historians in the 
future. 


“Multiple Constituencies” and the Changing Private 
Environment 


The further subordination of historical authorities in the definition of archival 
collections also came from pressures on archives to serve a broader public, as well 
as from the changing environment of private archives. Who were archives 
intended to serve? Those in the archival agencies of government could possibly 
gain a greater edge in seeking funding if they were perceived to serve a broader 
range of users. The focus of many public archives consequently shifted further 
from the needs of academic history and historians toward those of a broader 
public, as well as various contemporary organizations and social groups. 

The move in this direction was signaled in part by a change in archival termi- 
nology. Records deemed of long-term significance began to be thought of as 
having not “historical” but “enduring” value, a term coined by Larry Hackman, the 
entrepreneurial Archivist of the State of New York.“ Archivists quickly adopted 
this new word as a way of neatly expressing their broader mission to a wide range 
of constituencies. The idea of the “historical” was further pushed to the margins 
as this linguistic shift strengthened the alliance between records retention and 
the current political, administrative, and cultural needs of their supporting insti- 
tutions or agencies, rather than between archives and their scholarly users. 

It also reflected the growing influence of Margaret Cross Norton and Theodore 
Schellenberg, who maintained in somewhat different ways that archives were in 
essence a function of government, thus validating the view of public archivists as 
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professionals working in agencies closely tied to the state’s procedures and legal 
requirements of information flow—a sociocultural justification for archives, 
in Terry Cook’s view, that is grounded in wider public policy and public use, 
rather than broad historical visions and scholarly constituencies.“ Indeed, the 
re-publication of Norton’s collected essays in 1975 and again in 2003 signaled 
that these notions were now directly relevant to the archivists’ contemporary 
dilemmas. 

The conception of archives as having an institutional, rather than historical, 
responsibility was also strengthened by the fact that scholars and the research 
community more broadly were not in any formal way the “sponsors” of archival 
activity. As Ann Morgan Campbell, the first paid executive director of the SAA, 
repeatedly pointed out, if archives and the archival profession were to thrive, 
archives had to be most directly responsible to those large number of users from 
outside the scholarly community who now constituted the great majority of their 
patrons and directly or indirectly paid their bills. 

Thus, the interests of these users also had to be respected among the author- 
ities guiding the processes of acquisition and preservation. In the United States, 
for example, genealogy was rapidly moving beyond its historically validating con- 
nections to the early American republic to a broader movement interested in 
tracing social roots and recovering “identity.” The historic preservation and resto- 
ration movements encouraged the use of archives in restoring old homes and 
buildings. Civil War and other “re-enactors” popularized local historical collec- 
tions and placed new demands on state records. In some places, the large number 
of new users these and other activities brought to the archives were now over- 
whelming domains that were long thought to be the preserves of academic 
scholars. 

At the same time, within large private organizations—the corporate environ- 
ment in particular—increasing competition, concerns about trade secrets, a more 
aggressive and contentious legal environment, and complex processes of govern- 
ment oversight also raised new problems of how materials should be used. Among 
other consequences, these developments increasingly inclined keepers of private 
and corporate records to affiliate with the Association of Records Managers and 
Administrators (ARMA), a group formed in 1955. By the end of the 1980s it had 
grown to include more than 10,000 public and private archivists and records man- 
agers in some thirty countries. The professional identity of ARMA members was 
strictly as managers who served institutional interests exclusively in terms of the 
management of information flow. ARMA’s bimonthly Information Management 
Journal became a principal venue for the development of international records 
management standards, as well as for discussing new trends in technology. His- 
torical considerations were nowhere to be seen. 


Archival Authorities and 
New Technologies 


As is usually the case with revolutions, the full-blown revolution in information 
technologies carried with it a host of unanticipated consequences. Beginning 
rather quietly in the 1960s with the increasing use of “machine-readable data,” 
and then expanding rapidly into the complex environment of digitization, radical 
changes in the technologies of managing information soon began to overwhelm 
the document-producing world. They also affected almost every aspect of the 
ways archivists processed and understood their materials. 

By the 1990s, nearly all new state and institutional records originated in digital 
form. Yet the extraordinary pace with which electronic processes enveloped docu- 
ment production was paralleled not by a reduction in paper records and docu- 
ments but by their even more explosive growth. The greater ease with which 
documents were generated and produced only fed a burgeoning business in 
copiers and printers. The ever-increasing volume of records in various formats 
significantly complicated every aspect of appraisal and retention. 

Did historical authorities have any relevance at all in this challenging new 
world of digitally generated records production, or did they have to be comple- 
mented or displaced by new principles? Did archivists need only to steep them- 
selves in the mechanics of the new technology to manage new archival material, 
or did these radically different materials require a radical transformation in their 
managerial or custodial roles as well? The emerging electronic world was for the 
most part ahistorical, technical, and very engineered. Clearly archivists had to 
think differently about their training, their practices, and the very nature of their 
repositories, as well as about themselves and their profession. 


First Steps 
Ironically, the earliest changes in archival technologies, those related to archiving 
machine-readable data, were firmly rooted in the scholarship of social historians 


interested in the creation and analysis of statistical compilations. The challenges 
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here were also occupying a small group of archivists well before the processes of 
digitization developed in earnest. As the remarkable capacity of large mainframe 
computers to store and analyze vast amounts of data became clear, it was also 
obvious that governments and other large institutions would soon be holding 
huge data banks of great importance to the core work of their respective archives, 
as well as, of course, to an understanding of how they functioned. 

In the United States, Meyer Fishbein and others at the National Archives and 
Records Administration were soon working to develop systems for maintaining 
these records in what they called “archives in machine readable form.’ Major 
research universities were also becoming increasingly interested in permanently 
archiving the data their researchers were now accumulating in this way. Creating 
data archives would assure that the time-consuming steps of acquiring and coding 
quantitative information would not have to be replicated. If the technology was 
right, new data sets could also be electronically “read” against others. The initial 
work of constructing these data archives was consequently still based on author- 
ities derived from historical study, particularly those used in quantitative history. 
How historians were reading the data formed the authoritative coding practices, 
which in turn created the categories under which the data could be archived and 
retrieved. 

One exemplary effort of this sort resulted in the establishment of the Inter- 
University Consortium for Political and Social Research (ICPSR) located at the 
University of Michigan. Founded in 1962 “to assure that data resources are avail- 
able to future generations of scholars,” the Consortium developed what became, 
in essence, a large archive of electronic materials intended for use by current and 
future social scientists. Member universities contributed the data generated by 
their own research projects. In return, their scholars were granted broad access.* 
The result was an archive of historical collections in which nothing was on paper. 
Its holdings were entirely digital objects housed on machines and read only by 
those machines. At the time the ICPSR archive seemed quite esoteric, entirely 
separated from the ubiquitous worlds of texts and visual documents that domi- 
nated the archival profession. How to archive and administer large statistical 
databases was not most archivists’ concern. Many even considered these mate- 
rials to be “nonrecords” in the sense that they were unrelated to institutional 
transactions and therefore not the archives’ business.’ 

The first significant steps toward digitization soon changed this perspective. 
Archivists were now pressed to consider what their repositories might be like if 
these computational devices could be as efficient with text as they were with 
numbers. At precisely the moment many historians were starting to wrestle with 
the implications in terms of archival evidence of social and cultural history, gen- 
der, race, ethnicity, discourse, colonial studies, and other new analytic approaches, 
archivists were beginning to ask a very different set of questions. Should they now 
contemplate the systematic organization of archives that were entirely digital in 
form? If so, what would be their nature? How would they fit with traditional 
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archives and archival practices? What would likely be their strengths and limita- 
tions? And most important for scholars, what were the implications of all of this 
for current and future historical collections and the continued preservation of 
nondigital materials? In other words, what would the consequences be for histo- 
rians in the future if archivists saw their tasks in terms of managing records 
systems that needed to be regularly purged of most of their documentation rather 
than in terms of evaluating and preserving materials that had possible historical 
value? 


New Computer-Based Access Systems: 
The “Library Model” 


The stunning possibilities that new technology had to offer were apparent with 
the first arrivals of complex text-processing programs, and then, more broadly, 
with the development of the now ubiquitous desktop computer. All of the chal- 
lenges of contemporary archives and records management suddenly seemed 
linked to digital technologies. At first it was reasonable to think that the very 
nature of the archival record itself would be transformed, along with the ways it 
was described and accessed. It also seemed likely that the amount or kinds of 
electronic records that computer-based archives could store were questions only 
of hardware capacity and clever metadata management programs. 

Pushed by these technological possibilities, archivists soon produced a spate of 
new writing on archival theory and practice “in the electronic age,” reevaluating 
and redefining their work. Thinking on these issues moved in two directions. One 
focused on how the power of computation might be used to construct archival 
access systems that could be searched across institutions, breaking down the 
insularity in conceptual and descriptive methodologies that had historically 
structured archives as individualized and unique collections. A second thrust 
focused on the idea of fully digital archives. This perspective recognized that dig- 
ital records would themselves require digital solutions for arrangement, descrip- 
tion, and long-term preservation. The work of Margaret Hedstrom and David 
Bearman was particularly stimulating at this juncture.* 

For archivists interested in computer-based access systems, the early efforts of 
several major libraries to take advantage of the new technology offered something 
of a model. Well before their users could even dream of carrying PCs in their back- 
packs, librarians were shifting from retrieval and cataloging systems based on 
individual index cards to machine-readable identifiers. In the late nineteenth 
century, librarians had begun to formulate fixed formats using controlled vocabu- 
laries for their card systems, an approach that was later codified by the Library of 
Congress. A century later, this work provided the conceptual basis for the forma- 
tion of integrated on-line catalogs. 
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As every library user knows, in the 1980s and 1990s, millions of individual li- 
brary cards prepared over the course of a century were read into these catalogs in 
digital form. Although the technical challenges of constructing a machine-based 
program that would accept these various cataloging “fields” of information were 
complex, a uniform and controlled structure and language made its implementa- 
tion possible. Controlled terminologies also made it easy for users to move from 
library to library through integrated cataloguing structures like the Research 
Libraries database (RLIN) and the Online Computer Library Center (OCLC). 

The archival community was understandably intrigued by the possibility of 
providing a similarly integrated system of access to information in archives and 
records collections. Many regarded this as an important initiative, although by 
their very nature, archives, manuscripts, and records are unique and disparate 
collections in which access depends on finding aids or indices specific to particular 
institutions. In contrast to libraries, where the same publication can be found in 
many places and where electronic cataloguing was now being centralized through 
the Library of Congress, archivists with their unique holdings needed to test the 
applicability of the bibliographic principles of cataloging and classification to the 
archive’s tasks of arrangement and description. For a database application archi- 
val practices would need to be codified and thus be predictable in format and pre- 
sentation. They had to be able to serve a variety of retrieval and cataloging needs 
over time and geographic space. Could archivists create a uniform set of categories 
covering huge numbers of different documents and records? Unlike books that 
were already filed and arranged on the basis of established and well-defined sub- 
ject categories, a whole new set of concepts, cataloguing structures, and even 
vocabularies would be required if similar kinds of archival documents in different 
kinds of repositories were to be integrated and accessed by common practices and 
procedures. 

In other words, the key to shared archival access was standardization." Initially, 
the only models for this were systems based on the essential features governing 
access to printed materials: author, title, date, and subject classification. However, 
archivists and records managers commonly relied on provenance-based concepts 
of arrangement and description. Collections of archival documents were described 
not by standardized tags but in ways that reflected the unique organizational 
structures and activities that generated them. In contrast to library systems, the 
dominant concept was the record group: a “unit of convenient size and character 
for the work of arrangement and description.”® Standard library categories were 
essentially irrelevant to archivists. 

In tackling the challenges of constructing electronically shared access systems, 
archivists consequently looked first to the finding aid, the basic document of 
archival description. As Frank Burke, one of the principal contributors to this dis- 
cussion, emphasized, the descriptive “forematter” in the registers and inventories 
that historians and others found so useful commonly outlined the context (but 
not the details) of the collection: 
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The context is the life and times of the individual, or the provenance of 
papers, or the administrative controls such as physical dimension or mate- 
rial form, and is introductory to an actual analysis of the contents of the 
body of material. It is in this fore matter that the documentation is put in 
its natural context, and where the researcher should be able to search 
for functional statements, authorities for action, inter-organizational or 
interpersonal relationships, structure, mass, chronology, and statements 
of policy.’ 


The basic principle of “subject access” to archival material thus had to be derived 
from the function of the office or institution. If one knows the function of office 
X, then one can safely say that the correspondence in the papers of office X will 
relate to that function. ° 

The development of uniform access categories consequently required archi- 
vists to shift their traditional focus on record groups, and their unique character- 
istics, to a more structured system of description that would represent all holdings 
in a uniform way. But how could this approach be standardized to the point where 
a machine-usable system could be applicable across hundreds of different and 
often quite unique repositories and countless numbers of different kinds of 
records? 


Machine-Compatible Standardization: 
The Development of “Essential” Cataloguing 
Categories for Archives and Manuscripts 


This was the challenge that the Society of American Archivists handed in 1977 to 
a National Information Systems Task Force. Initially, even the idea of machine- 
compatible standardization was met with great skepticism. Most archival institu- 
tions had their own idiosyncratic methods for description and access, based on 
the uniqueness of their collections, their history, and their resources. Still, fueled 
in part by the growing energy that the new technologies stimulated, the task force 
produced what came to be called the Machine Reading Cataloging format (MARC) 
for Archives and Manuscript Control (AMC). Essentially, its members designed a 
template to accommodate the various categories of materials that were generally 
found in finding aids.° 

In effect, MARC-AMC was a variation on library cataloguing. The “author” 
became the “generating agency”; “title” became “series title”; dates could span a 
long but defined time frame; and other machine-readable fields could be added to 
identify the size of the collection in linear feet, and the availability of new or exist- 
ing finding aids. Subject language would be controlled by Library of Congress 
structures. Institutions that signed on to the concept would be required to review 
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the cataloging data for all their manuscript and archival holdings, bringing them 
into conformity with the MARC-AMC field structure. The system clearly depended 
on the ability and willingness of archivists to relabel descriptive information 
according to a series of strict, standardized authorities, since it could function 
properly only if all participants conformed to the same set of rules and linguistic 
structures.”° 

What was most important in this early initiative was its reliance on what we 
would call “essentializing” identifiers. These were the names, places, agencies, 
dates of creation and the like that seemed to be essential qualities of the record: 
enduring, applicable to past records, and both uniform and acceptable across dif- 
ferent kinds of institutions. As the system was advanced, the Library of Congress 
thesaurus of subject headings became the authority for tags that could permit 
searching a variety of archival materials covering many specific topics. 

Essential identifiers, in other words, were reductionist. They simplified the 
complexities of subjects that many documents reflected into a rigid set of sub- 
ject constructions, reducing the range of descriptive tags. This simplification 
was not necessarily a bad thing for most archivists, since it facilitated cata- 
loguing in the same way the Library of Congress “cataloguing in publication” 
system eliminated the need for librarians to physically review most new acqui- 
sitions and decide where they belonged. For historians and other scholars, how- 
ever, it was a very rigid construction, ill fitted to the range of issues many 
wanted to explore. Archives and records categories for any repository that 
joined the system would effectively be subsumed within the concepts and cate- 
gories of historical knowledge that determined the Library of Congress’s own 
subject categories. 

Although this move toward imitating library systems in defining new archival 
authorities was developed before the full onslaught of computers (and when 
many scholars still quaintly resisted the idea of even composing on a PC, much 
less surfing the internet for their sources), it soon proved important to archivists 
themselves as a means of accessing collections through just these kinds of link- 
ages. Indeed, one of its very strengths was that it was systematic in its construc- 
tion and based on essentialized categories that were adaptable to computer and 
internet connections. At the same time, and somewhat paradoxically considering 
the archival community’s quest for professional independence, this new preoccu- 
pation with essentialist criteria reflected in the MARC-AMC standards moved 
archivists headlong toward library and information science, with its notions of 
bibliographic authorities, and away from their long established independence in 
training, work, professional organizations, and identity, as well as their collabo- 
rations with historians and others engaged in computer-based social science. 
“Archival authorities” would now govern the elements that allowed the electronic 
exchange of collection-level information between and among archives, institu- 
tions, and individual users, rather than anything like the documents’ own pos- 
sible layers of historical meaning. 
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Encoded Archival Description (EAD) and Standard 
Markup Language (SGML) 


Once these shared access categories were in place and functioning, the next step 
was to move finding aids themselves into the overall architecture of access 
systems. Again, this required new uniform standards, although ones that now 
allowed the incorporation of the nuances of document collections while also 
enabling some level of cross searching within and across institutions. 

The system that emerged to do this sought to standardize the basic relation- 
ships between records and their agencies of origin. Called Encoded Archival 
Description or EAD, it came out of a project begun at the University of California, 
Berkeley, in 1993, “to investigate the desirability and feasibility of developing 
nonproprietary encoding standards for machine-readable finding aids such as 
inventories, registers, indexes, and other documents created by archives, libraries, 
museums, and manuscript repositories to support the use of their holdings.” 
After reviewing a variety of possibilities, its originators opted for the use of a 
Standard Generalized Markup Language (SGML) that would make encoded archi- 
val descriptions compatible with electronic communication while also reflecting 
the documents’ logical structure, “thereby enabling software products to control 
the searching retrieval, and structured display of those documents.” SGML also 
encouraged consistency by introducing the concept of a “document type defini- 
tion” (DTD). This prescribed the set of SGML markup tags available for encoding 
the parts of documents in a similar class.” 

The need for such precision in the EAD system further refocused discussion 
within the archives field. The technical requirements for such systems and their 
adaptation to individual repositories and document series became (and remain) 
a source of concern and debate. The notion of “shared” bases of documentary 
data is not a simple concept. Neither is EAD. Both require many difficult and 
time-consuming decisions on how to “fit” a collection into a preexisting concep- 
tual structure. 

Some of the most interesting discussion about these matters took place in Ann 
Arbor in 1995 under the auspices of the Bentley Library Research Fellowship Pro- 
gram for the Study of Modern Archives.” The “Bentley team,” led by Daniel Pitti, 
the principal investigator for the Berkeley EAD project, struggled to develop a set 
of principles that would encompass those essential characteristics of archival docu- 
ments and thus provide consistent information for finding aids that also linked the 
document to its records group. The Bentley group drew its expertise from leading 
figures in the Network Development Office of the Library of Congress, the Research 
Libraries Group, the Online Computer Library Center, and the UK Public Records 
Offices, as well as major Information Science departments around the country.“ 

Combining these descriptive and generic elements of archival records and 
documents became the conceptual foundation for all further work on Encoded 
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Archival Description. It also further amplified the importance of standardization, 
now being elevated to something like a new life form by the transforming impact 
of distributed computing. The potential benefit of all of this for users of archives 
were, of course, obvious and enormous: the possibilities of searching across insti- 
tutional holdings; integrating holdings of the smallest and most remote reposi- 
tories with the great collections; and integrating separated collections were all 
opened by these efforts. Searching through integrated finding aids also opened 
the possibility of uncovering file names and other pointers, presenting the user 
with research possibilities that were not likely to be found through traditional 
search practices. In sum, EAD opened the possibility of a whole new level of inte- 
grated searching that was not directly related to the essential descriptive cate- 
gories of a collection or record series as a whole. 

But the new technology was (and is) also dependent on word searching and 
thus on particular linguistic structures. By their nature, these are not amenable to 
conceptual shifts from, say, “women” to “gender,” “governing institutions” to 
“relations of power,’ or “identity” into issues of culture, social relations, group 
psychology, or “diversity.” Rather, the EAD system depends on the terms and 
language used in the file structures of originating agencies. Archivists now cor- 
rectly argued, however, as many had already been doing since the “Cappon effect” 
debates in the 1970s, that it was no longer practical to try to comprehend all the 
current historiographical possibilities of any given collection, let alone predict its 
future use. Their focus remained on the essential relationships between records 
and activity that generated them. The necessary emphasis on technical precision 
and system construction took precedence over any extensive analysis of how col- 
lections or record groups might be used by historians and other scholars immedi- 
ately or in the future. 


Defining the Attributes of Electronic Records 


The emergence of new information technologies also held the possibility that 
archivists could be relieved of most of the physical work involved in managing 
paper records and other artifacts, replacing it with seamless, electronically driven 
processes that would move the record electronically from the point of creation to 
the point of archival disposition. By the mid-1990s, archives composed of enor- 
mous quantities of digital texts were already becoming a reality. Archival method- 
ologies seemed about to become a subfunction of the paperless office. Digitization 
thus brought similar challenges to archival thinking as the notion of electronic 
books and journals were soon bringing to libraries. For archivists, however, these 
centered not only on the processes of acquisition and description but on complex 
matters concerning the intrinsic and contextual attributes of new electronic 
records themselves. These issues soon preoccupied two groups of archivists with 
differing perspectives. 
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The first emerged around the work of archivists David Bearman and somewhat 
later, Adrian Cunningham, who put forward the idea of “context control” rather 
than that of traditional archival authorities in defining the attributes of electronic 
records. Bearman approached this challenge from the traditional framework of 
provenance but with a significant difference in terms of individual documents and 
records series. At the time he was deputy director of the Office of Information 
Resources Management at the Smithsonian Institution and editor of the journal 
Archives and Museum Informatics. (He would soon yield to the demand for his ser- 
vices by starting his own consulting firm.) His innovation was to approach elec- 
tronic materials in terms of the ways they were themselves embedded in a variety 
of systems—a digital-era version, in a sense, of the ways traditional documents 
were embedded in administrative structures and systems and had to be under- 
stood in terms of their institutional contexts. 

Bearman’s focus was on the retention of evidence of administrative processes 
or transactions apart from its possible historical significance. The system was now 
a new mediating factor between the actors and the information that they pro- 
duced. As such, its key components were not the traditional elements of institu- 
tional transactions, including their importance according to established historical 
authorities, but the electronic and administrative elements that made the system 
work: its hardware, software, explicit policies and procedures, and not least, the 
training and expertise required to maintain it and keep all of its elements working 
together to retrieve information (evidence). The archivists’ first task, therefore, 
was to understand the administrative contexts that produced the system and 
“work with” it to appraise the value of the documentation it produced. Archivists 
could then decide which systems themselves should be preserved and maintained 
in their archives—the only way, in effect, in Bearman’s view, to retain and access 
their documentation."® 

Bearman also argued that large-scale organizations had always required a cer- 
tain amount of institutionally structured communication through their written 
documents, emphasizing the relationship between these documents and institu- 
tionalized processes of decision making. These forms and structures would have 
to transfer somehow to the digital world if the nature of key institutional pro- 
cesses was to be preserved. In other words, the function of electronic documenta- 
tion within institutions was the same as that of paper communications, even as 
the form of the document moved from paper to digital. While archivists had long 
emphasized the relationship between an organization and the documents it pro- 
duces, Bearman suggested that this basic element of the modern archival process 
had not actually been developed to its full potential, since the systematic presen- 
tation of the full context in which a set of materials was processed was rarely evi- 
dent in a typical modern finding aid.” One great advantage of the new digital 
environment was that it forced a need for full and comprehensive description, 
since understanding the contexts of records construction was essential in assuring 
access and preservation. 
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Bearman’s insights soon led to new attempts at standardizing contextual 
information itself. With the support of the International Council on Archives, an 
International Standard Archival Authority Record for Corporate Bodies, Persons 
and Families [ISAAR(CPF)] was developed that deliberately separated descriptive 
information from information on provenance, providing a richer conceptualiza- 
tion of context. Work also began on developing a system for Encoded Archival 
Context (EAC), as distinct from the attributes of Encoded Archival Description 
(EAD); and to develop new international standards to describe the activities and 
functions of corporate bodies (ISAF).1* Work continued under the auspices of the 
International Organization for Standards (ISO) to codify standards for the 
administration of records, particularly of digital origin. Still, the development of 
comprehensive descriptive categories that would in a practical way assign orga- 
nizational contextual attributes to specific records and records series remain a 
difficult challenge. The available models come from organizational theory, admin- 
istrative history, and structural analyses of the purpose, functions, and political 
“realities” of organizational behavior, elements that were difficult enough to iden- 
tify in any practical way across different kinds of organizations, much less to 
codify across different kinds of archives.’ 

A second group of archivists focused more intensively on the characteristics of 
the document itself, reflected in the work of Luciana Duranti at the University of 
British Columbia. Classically trained in archivistics (the study of archives), pale- 
ography, and diplomatics at the University of Rome, Duranti sought to link the 
structures of information contained in large-scale digital documentary systems to 
basic documentary categories derived from these fields. Rather than pulling archi- 
vists back to traditional practices and understandings, however, her effort sought 
to explore the applications of these categories as a way to better understanding 
the nature of the digital environment. 

Duranti’s work stemmed from a 1990 U.N. study that tried to alert its mem- 
bers to the problems of ensuring the preservation of electronic records and 
systems for the long term. Among its other observations, the report emphasized 
that unlike paper materials, electronic information was often created by com- 
puters themselves. Since electronic documents and their meanings could not be 
extracted in any case without computers, only the designers of electronic records 
systems themselves could determine the kind of records their systems would pro- 
duce. Moreover, because electronic documents and records were managed by elec- 
tronic records information systems, rather than by archivists, and were inseparable 
from those systems except by means of programs integral to the system itself, 
archivists and records managers had to be involved in the system’s design. So did 
the creators of the documentation. Only their active participation would allow the 
records passing electronically through record systems to be accountable in terms 
of the ways they served an institution’s needs.” 

Here, in effect, was a new “digital” version of the concept of provenance. Digital 
document systems had to be transferred to archives not as collections of discrete, 


60 EMERGENCE OF THE ARCHIVAL DIVIDE 


individual documents authenticated by the places and processes of origin, but as 
a single digital “object” containing what could amount to vast numbers of discrete 
files. Because digital material would be accessioned in mass, the meaning (and 
sense) of any individual document was dependent on the structure of the system 
it was in. Individual digital documents could also be retrieved only by going 
actively into the system by means of specific technical protocols and pulling them 
out, but these protocols were necessarily linked to the procedures and policies, 
technical and otherwise, of the agencies that created the record. They were thus 
intrinsic to the record itself. In matters of acquisition and appraisal, therefore, 
archives had to accession and evaluate digital record-keeping systems in their 
entirety, not by individual documents or document groups, since only the systems 
themselves actively and intrinsically determined the ways organizations created 
and used information. To process digital records effectively, archivists needed 
access to the technical information that determined each system’s requirements 
and parameters, something over which they had no independent control.” 

Duranti and her colleagues fixed particularly on the problem of assuring that 
digital records were authentic. In what sounded like a nod to tradition, they sug- 
gested that if archivists focused on the purposes for which digital records were 
created, as well as how these records reflected the transactional or administrative 
processes of their creating institutions, they could identify the essential compo- 
nents and functions of the documents. This approach essentially applied tradi- 
tional European archival concepts derived from diplomatics to the new tasks 
archivists were confronting. A digital record, like the paper documents of tradi- 
tional historical archives, would be considered reliable when it could be authenti- 
cated not by its relationship to any broader historical processes, but “when it is 
the document it claims to be”: 


Genuineness is the closest concept. It is generally accepted by all literate 
civilizations that documents that are trustworthy (that is reliable) 
because of their completeness and controlled procedure of creation, and 
which are (that is guaranteed to be intact and what they purport to be 
(that is authentic). Here, though, authenticity is strictly juridical in its 
definition. By controlled procedures of transmission and preservation, 
documents can be presumed to be truthful (that is genuine) as to their 
content. Thus, for those who make and preserve records, the two key 
concepts remain reliability and authenticity, as genuineness is embedded 
in them.” 


For Duranti and others, the fundamental concern of archivists thus had to cen- 
ter on the essential and unchanging relationships between a document and its 
creator, the linkage that determined its “enduring value” as a transactional record, 
and thus, eventually, as a possible historical source. The key effort here, in other 
words, was to find a predictable and systemic set of authorities that were not 
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time-bound, but built on axiomatic relationships determined as in the past by the 
importance of the transaction itself. 

These ideas most strongly influenced archivists in the public sector, who were 
challenged by their burgeoning responsibilities as agents of digital information 
flows within governmental agencies. Not surprisingly, archivists here embraced 
these new archival conceptions in part because they had somehow to accommo- 
date the new technologies through which governments were producing their doc- 
uments, and in part because these technologies also promised to help address the 
demands and costs of meeting the needs of their broadening public constitu- 
encies. In fact, state archivists in the United States soon broke from the SAA to 
form their own National Association of Government Archives and Records 
Administrators (NAGARA), dedicated “solely to helping government archivists 
and records managers,” and to the improvement of federal, state, and local gov- 
ernment records and information management. The concern of its members was 
on efficiency, “the effective use and management of government information ... 
[and] improving the quality of records and information management at all levels 
of government.”* NAGARA’s “core purpose” was “to promote the availability of 
our documentary legacy by improving the quality of records and information 
management at all levels of government.” 

Underlying the creation of this new organization was not so much its mem- 
bers’ desire to distance themselves from the SAA but their efforts to gain strength 
and support in navigating the complex politics, requirements, technologies, and 
legal questions that were affecting the nature and creation of government records 
and the tasks of state records management. In language that was strikingly “con- 
temporary corporate” rather than “traditional scholarly,” NAGARA listed as one 
of its primary values “delivering practical, specific and cost-effective products that 
are responsive to our members’ needs.””° 


The Appraisal Debates: Rethinking Archival 
Authorities 


These new theoretical and conceptual perspectives also centered the question of 
archival authorities—the criteria as we have described to be used in selecting that 
portion of documentation considered to be of “enduring value”—directly on orga- 
nizational structures and behaviors. The value of records was now increasingly 
seen to be a reflection of the importance of the office producing them within a 
contributing or sponsoring institution. Some in this discussion also engaged the 
methodologies of social science sampling, in which the authorities guiding the 
retention of documents were also to be derived from the validating parameters of 
statistical research.*® Others focused on the contexts of generation and use.” 
What was particularly striking in these new debates was practical problems 
archivists were now facing in terms of the huge quantity of materials arriving at 
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their doors. The contributions of Frank Boles and Julia Young, archivists who 
tried to couple appraisal as a theoretical concern with these practical issues, were 
especially important here. Boles and Young stressed the importance of such fac- 
tors as the costs of preservation, the condition of the material, and the possible 
degree of user interest in reaching appraisal decisions. Using elaborate diagrams, 
they identified nearly fifty different factors they thought archivists and records 
managers now had to consider in developing a consistent set of new archival 
authorities. On one hand, they suggested, the problems of managing vast new 
quantities of material were simply beyond the capabilities of established archival 
thinking. On the other, the interventionist necessities of the post-custodial 
digital era required even more radical changes in managerial practices and 
standards.”® 

Within the archival profession there was now a near universal tendency to see 
the issue of archival authorities on the basis exclusively of archival needs and con- 
cerns. Of necessity, archivists struggled to establish the new conceptual frame- 
works and methodologies needed to inform and resolve the complex issues 
brought on by the new technologies. Pressing practical needs, far removed from 
the historical values that were once at the center of the appraisal process, now 
structured archivists’ thinking about the authorities needed to guide their work. 
Traditional history-based authorities were even further marginalized, since the 
interests of historians and historical understanding added little to the types of 
authorities now required by the sheer volume of documentation and the emerging 
new technologies. The explosion of both paper and computer-based documenta- 
tion, the rapid growth of nonacademic constituencies, complex new technological 
programs and systems, the increasing demands of organizational and institu- 
tional politics—all of this combined to pull archivists further away from their 
onetime historian colleagues in deciding what was of value. The appraisal debates 
situated this issue exclusively as a problem for archivists alone, a matter that had 
to be addressed solely by what was now called archival theory and in terms that 
were now entirely “archival.” 


4 


The Turn Away from Archival 
Authority in History 


At the time the archival community began to confront the problems of acquisition 
and retention created by the exponential growth of documentation in all of its 
forms, historians still assumed their craft required the archiving of everything 
that was conceivably of historical value. Many still do. When the issue came up in 
2008 at yet another contentious meeting of historians in St. Petersburg, a leading 
scholar responded to the question “what should be saved?” with a loud and 
resounding “everything!” His colleagues all nodded in agreement. How this could 
possibly be done was simply not his or their concern. The very thought that archi- 
vists might be even more engaged in discarding material than in its acquisition 
was (and remains) far from the historians’ mindset. 

Indeed, as archivists were starting to consider the need for new “post-custodial” 
paradigms after the Second World War, the authority of the archive and archival 
history were actually being strengthened within the academic community by the 
standardization of scholarly research protocols embodied in the formal historical 
monograph. Although rooted as we have seen in the nineteenth-century method- 
ologies of scientific history, these practices had now become the common currency 
of academic scholarship. The way these standards were used by scholars affected 
university appointments, promotions, and history’s broader reception within the 
social science community at large. 

As with archivists, however, the world of the historian was also changing, chal- 
lenged by the devastations of the Second World War. Many now felt bound to 
reconsider well-established assumptions about how and why societies developed, 
and in what ways “progress” itself might still be an appropriate description of 
broader historical trajectories. New questions and concerns began to press at the 
boundaries of their discipline. While increasing numbers of historians were now 
able to visit the archives, aided by easier transportation and stimulated to extend 
the informational and explanatory power of historical scholarship, the traditional 
authorities embedded in the historical record were themselves being redefined by 
new areas and subjects of enquiry. Some of these questions began to tear at the 
very notion of historical authority itself. 
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Archival Access, Research Protocols, 
and the Laws of History 


The standardization of research protocols within the academic community had to 
do with the practices of archival access, a crucial issue for historians as every 
archival scholar will attest. Although the principle of open access was now broadly 
recognized in Europe and North America as matter of civic right, the actual prac- 
tice varied widely in terms of the nature of the materials, how they were cata- 
logued, and certainly not least with respect to historical archives, the prerogatives 
of the archivist. Many contemporary historians’ sojourn to the archives still 
resembled Leopold von Ranke’s nineteenth-century reliance on cultivated per- 
sonal relationships, contacts also essential to his students. “By the kindness of... 
I was given access to...” Ranke often wrote in a style familiar to those who read 
the dutiful acknowledgments of contemporary archival historians. Despite the 
conceptual repositioning of archives as institutions reflecting a public trust, most 
still required users to present some form of status, reference, credentialing, or 
other indicator of competence and probity. Even in the open repositories of the 
National Archives and Records Service in the United States or the Archives Natio- 
nales in France, archivists still had the power to protect certain kinds of historical 
materials simply by virtual of their custodial roles. In more restricted private 
repositories or those like Soviet historical collections where access was not legally 
assured, the archivist’s word was law. 

Access thus continued to connote status and legitimacy for historians and 
their work, just as it had a century earlier. It provided a recognizable credential of 
scholarly promise or achievement. Here, too, readers will sense the familiar claims 
to authority that phrases like “based on access to newly opened archives” or “hith- 
erto unstudied materials” often ascribe to historical scholarship. Since public 
archives even in the United States were now consolidated as well around the dom- 
inant sociopolitical institutions of government and the state, access also signified 
for the historian some degree of trustworthiness in the eyes of the archivist. 

Access also strengthened the authority of archival history through the increas- 
ingly stylized language of footnotes and citations. As Anthony Grafton has shown 
in a fascinating exploration, citations themselves have a very long pedigree, but 
until sometime early in the eighteenth century they served as references to 
authorities themselves, rather than to sources on which particular arguments 
were based. In its modern form, however, the citation is not simply to authority 
(as we have just used it here in citing Grafton) but more commonly in archival 
scholarship to the source on which the authority of the text itself is grounded: 
that is, to the original documents that serve as verifiable evidence that the histor- 
ical narrative is based on authentic and identifiable sources. 

Grafton places the transformation in the eighteenth century. Under the recip- 
rocal and compounding weight of Bacon, Descartes, Bayle, and other progenitors 
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of the Enlightenment, the citation moved to a position of critical reflection in 
which doubts and criticisms could be expressed about alternative descriptions or 
explanations as a way of empowering new texts, and hence new understandings.” 
By the time Rankean practices and the university seminar became foundational 
elements of the science of history, and archival documents themselves something of 
a scholarly fetish, the protocols of citation had come to signify an authenticating 
“truth” even if there was no evidence that truth itself had been critically examined. 

Integral to this shift was the emergence of what might be called a particular 
“grammar of objectivity” with which histories based on archival sources increas- 
ingly came to be written: a style of representing evidence that itself further posi- 
tioned the archive as the source of modern historical authority. By grammar of 
objectivity, we have in mind the structural form of archival reference in which any 
potentially contested fact or any presentation of new data is “objectively” vali- 
dated by its citation to a specific archival source. In response to the reader’s 
implicit question “how do you know?” the scholar’s language of citation implicitly 
answers that the story presented is “verifiable” if readers care to pack their bags, 
secure the necessary credentials, and journey to the archive where the documents 
can be examined. 

Although the scientistic assumption here is that historical truth itself is objec- 
tive, it is actually not the source that is certified by the citation but the historian’s 
text. The certification of the source has been left to the archivist, and to the pre- 
sumption that the scholar has read it critically, can detect any fraud or forgery the 
archivist may have missed, and has cited it with accuracy. In the mid-twentieth 
century the prevalent notion was that a topic was “covered” or “done” once the 
relevant archives had been explored. Graduate students were encouraged to pur- 
sue “new” topics based on unexplored archival materials. Hence the proliferation, 
especially in the United States but elsewhere as well, of state and regional studies 
of particular aspects of political institutions or policy. 

Every historian now knows, of course, the limits of these presumptions. Accu- 
sations about the misuse or incorrect citation of sources have always been one of 
the liveliest forms of scholarly exchange. In spite of this (or perhaps even because 
of it), the archival citation also came to connote research as an objective (scien- 
tific) process of uncovering truths whose very collection and preservation in the 
archive also represented them as authentic, again barring forgery or fraud. By 
inviting verification, the citation in and of itself thus indicated both objectivity 
and accuracy. Since how much of what historians thought to be true depended on 
how much of the truth had been collected in the archives, one can also agree with 
the historian Steven Shapin that what is assumed to be true in archival scholar- 
ship has also been determined by what was collected, preserved, and “discovered” 
through archival research.’ 

By the time records production began to overwhelm archives and archivists in 
the 1940s and 1950s, standardized research protocols and their authenticating 
grammars were not only universal elements of historical scholarship; they had 
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also come to underlie contemporary historical understandings of the nature and 
causes of modernity. These were firmly consolidated in the aftermath of the Sec- 
ond World War around two very different kinds of broad historical narrative, each 
of which served to define the modern quest for historical truth. Although they 
scarcely resembled each other in their historical descriptions, each emerged from 
ways accessible archives and the kinds of materials they collected encouraged an 
emphasis on the importance of institutional politics and political actors. 

One linked the historical future of the postwar world with the longer term 
agencies, ideologies, institutions, and social formations of Western European and 
North American liberalism. The second was the powerful and opposing narrative 
of progressive socialist achievement, now convincingly demonstrated for some by 
the Red Army’s triumphant arrival in Berlin, and for much of the non-western 
world, now the interpretative core of conceptions of modernity. Here it was not 
the institutions of liberal capitalism that charted the future but the rationalities 
of planning and the democratic allocation of social resources. In both cases, how- 
ever, scientific history continued to mean the deduction from archival sources of 
broad historical laws. In the more extreme Marxian version that underlay official 
Soviet historiography, the dynamic patterns of social evolution contained by ne- 
cessity the same elements of regularity and order as the natural and physical uni- 
verses, however more difficult they were to discern. These were presented as 
theoretical in the same way Newton’s Principia was regarded as theory: careful 
(scientific) examination of the historical universe would provide the same kinds 
of verification as experimental physics. The western historical canon was far more 
contingent in its understanding of historical order, but no less deterministically a 
history of rational progress toward brighter futures, a chart of what was to come 
as well as of the past. 

At their core, both of these broad narratives were thus partly a quest for 
historical meaning. What was narrated in addition to the events and politics 
themselves was the direction and purpose history seemed to reflect. Modernity 
emerged in this process as a scientifically determined temporal location, the 
place toward which history was naturally and demonstrably moving. Archive- 
based narratives thus implicitly became histories of the future as well as the 
past, even if the interpretations of an emancipatory political modernization 
were grander stories of human progress and development than the archives 
themselves could demonstrate. 

Together, these dominant quests for historical meaning held virtually exclu- 
sive hold on historical imaginations, explaining why and how some nations had 
“gone wrong,’ as well as why others had gotten things “right.” Despite their inter- 
pretive differences, moreover, modernity in both was also more than historical 
direction or temporality. It was the achievement of a positivist mindset, the very 
recognition that the natural laws of historical change were there to be discovered 
and demonstrated by careful archival research. However different in content and 
methodology, both narratives consequently relied in almost all of their many 


The Turn Away from Archival Authority in History 67 


forms on a grammar that assured the possibility of authentication through archi- 
val reference. Indeed, Soviet texts were almost always more thoroughly drenched 
with archival citations than western ones, since the scientific truths of history 
this grammar connoted were also the foundation of Soviet political legitimacy. It 
mattered little in this respect that restrictions on archival access made their veri- 
fication virtually impossible, even if scholars were inclined to try. Paradoxically, 
Soviet readers had to take the veracity of their scientific histories on faith. 


The Annales Critique 


Strong challenges to these two competing understandings of historical progress 
were also emerging at this time, however, as scholars questioned the political uses 
to which their teleologies were being put. New historical thinking began to ques- 
tion the “authenticity” of history centered solely on great events, political institu- 
tions, and (male) human agency, whether or not it was archivally based. Part of 
the impetus for this came from what some saw as the catastrophes of modernity 
itself, reflected in the recent histories of Germany, Italy, Stalinist Russia, Imperial 
Japan, and even the “western” world as a whole. The distinguished French medie- 
valist Marc Bloch, for example, experienced the cataclysm of war directly as a 
member of the French resistance when he drafted his magisterial (and unfinished) 
The Historian’s Craft, which caused something of a sensation when it was pub- 
lished posthumously in 1953. (Bloch was captured and, tragically, executed in 
1944.) The “modernity” of institutions and institutional abstractions divorced 
from the everyday realities of human existence compromised for Bloch the essen- 
tial relationship between the meanings of history and the human condition. The 
historian’s craft had to focus on what affected the lives of ordinary men and 
women in its careful pursuit of historical truth, and how these influences could be 
understood in nonlinear human terms.* 

Not surprisingly, given the impact of Bloch’s writing and the way he died, an 
early set of challenges to the modernist historical vision emerged in postwar 
France from Bloch’s colleague Fernand Braudel and others involved with the jour- 
nal Annales.” While the approach they reflected was partly rooted in Bloch’s work, 
it also echoed the broader concerns of Claude Lévi-Strauss, Jean Paul Sartre, 
Lucien Febvre, and other postwar scholars and public intellectuals in its attention 
to the broader dynamics of human development reflected in sociocultural and 
socioeconomic terms. Annales projected the broadest kind of historical vision. Its 
full title, Annales. Economiques, Sociétés, Civilisations, signified an approach that 
situated specific events and historical actors, the traditional subjects of historical 
enquiry, within a much vaster and controlling sweep of historical motion and 
time. The seminal works here were Braudel’s own magisterial studies The Mediter- 
ranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, first published in 1949 
and reworked in a second edition in 1966, and a piece he wrote for Annales in 
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1959 on “History and the Social Sciences: The Longue Durée,” a trenchant essay 
that had a particularly strong impact in terms of challenging traditional modes of 
historical thought and research.® 

Braudel declared here a “general crisis in the human sciences.” The crisis 
stemmed from excessive disciplinary and scholarly narrowness, reflected in 
obsession with the most detailed descriptions of events, as if this focus somehow 
explained how societies developed. Braudel did not challenge archival history for 
its reliance on archival materials, but implicitly undermined the fundamental pre- 
mise on which this traditional work was grounded: that authoritative archives 
housed the most important materials that were necessary for fundamental 
historical explanation. 

Like Bloch before him, Braudel instead urged new connections between “econ- 
omists, ethnographers, anthropologists, sociologists, psychologists, linguists, 
demographers, geographers, even social mathematicians or statisticians” whose 
work complemented and informed history. He directly confronted the assump- 
tions of “traditional history, with its concern for the short time span, for the indi- 
vidual and the event,” which has “long accustomed us to the headlong, dramatic, 
breathless rush of its narrative.” This l’histoire événementielle consisted of a dis- 
torting fixation on the moment, whose “delusive smoke” obscures “the flames 
that produced it.”’ The break with traditional forms of history did not mean 
ignoring short time spans, but embedding them in the broader foundational cur- 
rents of historical change. Politics, political history, the history of individual 
people and events—precisely the primary subjects of collection and preservation 
of all historical archives—could only be understood in their conjunctural relation- 
ship to slower, deeper patterns of societal evolution: humanity in relation to its 
surroundings. 

The reach of the Annalistes was most powerfully to psychology, economic and 
cultural anthropology, and the problem of language (or communication, as Braudel 
referred to it), as well as to the task of uncovering the broader historical patterns 
of human experience with which these related sets of enquiries were concerned. 
Psychological mindedness was important to historical understanding not so much 
in terms of individual mindsets or behaviors, however important these might be 
as determinants of personal actions, but in order to situate the specificity of 
thinking and action into broad cultural mentalities and processes of change. The 
issue was not that men made their own history but not as they pleased, as Marx 
famously argued, but to explain much more comprehensively the range of pro- 
cesses and structures that Marxian historiography had essentially restricted to 
the social and political economies of class. 

The issue here was not whether material (economic) base and political, cul- 
tural, or social superstructure were related. It was how the relationships between 
patterns of commodity exchange, social values, and forms of political control var- 
iously and complexly developed over time. Claude Lévi-Strauss was particularly 
influential in this regard in terms of the ways these patterns also involved critical 
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elements of communication. For him and others, the crucial set of problems 
revolved around how meanings were derived and transmitted through linguistic, 
as well as phonemic structures, or as Braudel put it, “the whole underlying uncon- 
scious reality of language” and its relationship to historical time.® 

Initially, this discussion did not seem to relate directly to the kinds of materials 
collected in archives. Braudel’s understanding of the longue durée was also highly 
political. Yet his reconceptualization of the nature of history and historical change 
was centered on the complex relationship between events and historical time. 
Deeper patterns and structures did not obviate the devastation that Hitlers or 
Stalins could precipitate, but embedded their roles into broader causalities. These 
needed to be understood first and foremost if catastrophes of the sort the world 
had recently experienced were to be avoided. “More than one of our contempo- 
raries would be happy to believe that everything is the result of the agreements at 
Yalta or Potsdam, the incidents at Dien Bien Phu or Sakhiet-Sidi-Youseff. .. . 
Unconscious history proceeds beyond the reach of these illuminations and their 
brief flashes.”° 

“Decentering” the event as historical subject (to use a jargony term in this 
growing discussion) was a way of recognizing the limitations of traditional under- 
standings of politics and traditional political narratives. Power, too, flowed more 
deeply: in the cohesions of social formations, the impositions of geography and 
climate, in mentalities and political cultures, as well as instruments of force them- 
selves. Here, Braudel and others were going well beyond the archives in an effort 
to understand “what happened,” looking past the central institutions and pro- 
cesses so critical for earlier generations. The relations of control and subordina- 
tion that these patterns reflected were not readily accessible, if at all, in traditional 
archival collections. 

This did not mean that the Annalistes were dismissing the importance of the 
“event” in historical change. The centrality of archival research was also still quite 
clear, both in scrutinizing its broader contours and in determining as accurately as 
possible its specific components and forms. The Annalistes saw the relationship 
between history as longue durée and history as political event as moments of “con- 
juncture”: points in historical time when immediate and longer term processes 
came together and interacted to alter historical “directions.” Understanding these 
moments required detailed archival exploration, since institutional or personal 
documents had to be closely read to uncover the underlying conflicts they 
reflected. The historian’s task here was thus to understand what the documents 
left unsaid, as well as what they voiced in their manifest content. 

At the same time, these views were also bound to have implications for what 
archives acquired and appraised as materials of “historical” value. Some elements 
of this new understanding had to come from a rigorous (scientific) scrutiny of 
data, often held in private collections and libraries rather than state archives, 
especially that relating to new questions of social history: trade and commerce, 
the effects of climate, processes of urbanization, and especially in the late 1960s 
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and early 1970s, the nature and forms of social protest. Paris soon became the 
center of new kinds of quantitative analysis for historians, with strong ties to the 
United States through historical sociologists such as Charles Tilly, who worked 
extensively in both places, and also with links to the Soviet east through Boris 
Anan’ch, Ivan Kovalchenko, and a small cohort of quantitative historians, who 
also managed at times to travel to Paris to use private bank materials and access 
other kinds of data. In Moscow and Leningrad, rigorous statistical study and 
quantitative analysis facilitated new criticism of the existing historiography on 
the basis of a politically irrefutable methodology, especially work relating to 
finance, the development of market relations, demography, and the changing 
nature of the Russian countryside. Some of the imaginative changes in historical 
research that the Annalistes stimulated in the late 1960s and 1970s were thus still 
quite scientifically oriented. As Georges Lefebvre told his acolytes, “if you want to 
become a historian you have to learn to count.””° 

The specific challenges that the Annalistes leveled against traditional historical 
thinking also very much complemented a broader area of critical enquiry that 
virtually exploded during the 1960s and 1970s on issues like the conceptualiza- 
tion of western “progress,” whose values for many now seemed shattered by the 
terrors, wars, and other devastations of the “modern” world. The question of 
power in particular was already a principal concern of those in Paris like Michel 
Foucault, whose essays and critical reviews began to appear regularly in the late 
1950s. In 1963 Foucault took up the question of language and representation in 
Tel Quel, joining Jacques Derrida and others probing relations of power within 
structures of thinking and “mentalities” from the perspectives of psycholinguis- 
tics. With the publication in 1966 of Foucault’s seminal Les Mots et les choses: Une 
archéologie des sciences humaines,"' the question of how history and the social sci- 
ences were themselves part of the very technologies of social control that they 
purported to study objectively became itself the subject of growing debate. 

The Annalistes’ questions thus linked directly to new understandings of culture 
and the political roles of language and symbolic representation being explored by 
Theodor Adorno, Clifford Geertz, Jürgen Habermas, and Hayden White, among 
others. Adorno’s work critiqued directly the positivist claims inherent in soci- 
ology and the “jargon of authenticity” [jargon der eigentlichkeit], building on a 
broad critical rethinking of Marx. Geertz took up the issues of ritual, social 
change, and relationship between symbols, symbolic communication, and world- 
views. Adding the notion of “thick description” to a rapidly growing lexicon of 
new concepts and ideas demonstrated the importance of highly focused points of 
entry into otherwise larger and more opaque social and historical realities and 
processes. In quite different ways, the explorations of Habermas and the first 
essays by White also confronted the question of “description,” Habermas in terms 
of the political uses of language, White more directly in historiographic terms, 
as a textual element of narration. By the early 1970s, Adorno’s The Jargon of 
Authenticity, Geertz’s The Interpretation of Cultures, and Habermas’s long essays on 
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technology, science, and the concept of “modernity” itself as ideology” consti- 
tuted essential elements of a “turn” toward social history, language, and linguis- 
tics as fundamental aspects of how presents and pasts now needed to be 
understood. 


Archives and the New Social History 


For many historians of Europe, the central issues of social history raised by the 
Annalistes were brought into the clearest kind of focus in 1963 by E. P. Thompson’s 
The Making of the English Working Class, arguably the most influential new history 
in English to appear in the postwar period. For Russianists, shortly afterwards, it 
was the appearance of what many still regard as one of the most important ana- 
lytical pieces on the late imperial period, the two-part article by Leopold Haimson 
in the Slavic Review on “Social Stability in Russia on the Eve of the First World 
War.”” In different but complementary ways, both historians offered radically 
new historical explanations about issues long assumed to be solved. In the process, 
they also further challenged the two “grand” or “master” narratives of the time, 
that of emancipatory liberalism and progressive socialism—each neatly plotted 
with clear beginnings and ends, centered on the nation-state, and peopled by 
heroes and villains with discrete ideological perspectives, the “winners” and 
“losers” in their interpretations of historical progress. 

By the 1960s, of course, the grand narrative of liberal capitalism was now 
locked in bitter Cold War struggle with the teleologies of Soviet socialism. The 
heroic logic of the first was premised on what Francis Fukuyama would later 
describe as the “end of history” in the sense that the world’s struggle for stability 
and order would eventually come to a successful and triumphant (liberal) end.“ 
Closely related was a powerful and complementary narrative of ongoing conflict 
as a result of Soviet global ambitions and communist conspiracy. In its broadest 
form, this story was written in terms of historically regressive reactions against 
liberalism, rationality, and democratic governance. It was especially appealing for 
many because it linked the individual and collective sufferings of millions of 
people to a particular and carefully formulated plot, figuratively, but also literally, 
sketching out a Soviet drive to extend power, expand its totalitarian hegemony, 
and realize the end of history in its own utopian terms. 

The contest between these narratives was soon in full play in many different 
arenas: new struggles over civil rights and citizenship, the tensions of decolonial- 
ization, conflict over social inequalities, and especially the bloody struggle over 
which narrative would shape the future of Africa, the Middle East, and of course 
Vietnam and Southeast Asia. The ways each story processed history defined the 
future trajectories of citizenship, nationhood, social order, and “modernity” itself. 
At the same time, the powerful military weapons that both the liberal and Soviet 
socialist narratives could bring to bear also exposed the world as a whole to what 
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some regarded as the ultimate “modern” moment: the possibility that scientific 
creativity would result in total nuclear destruction. Historical understanding in 
these circumstances was not simply a matter of intellectual or academic con- 
ceit. It held real clues to the possibilities of political mediation based on compre- 
hension of how and why the potential for global conflict had reached such a 
perilous point. 

In this context, the seminal challenge to the basic plot lines of both these nar- 
ratives situated revolutionary movements not as the historical consequence of 
political will or communist conspiracy, but in terms of real dislocations between 
broad-based sociocultural values, mentalities, and relations, and the political 
systems that controlled them. The keys to understanding the past accurately lay in 
the obscured and neglected realm of popular mind-sets and social behaviors, and 
the ways these were “out of joint” with how politically dominant groups related 
and thought about themselves and each other, especially within unstable soci- 
eties. In other words, historical explanation even in terms of large-scale events 
like the Vietnamese “struggle for liberation” was best located in the neglected 
realms of human behaviors and relations that occurred at some remove from the 
formal and familiar institutions of high politics. They were thus not readily given 
to representation in grand narrative form. Instead, they constituted the complex 
patterns of largely unarchived behaviors and relations that were soon commonly 
labeled with the vague and troublemaking identifier of “the social.” 

If Haimson encouraged a fundamental rethinking of late imperial Russian and 
early Soviet history in these terms, stimulating “revisionist” looks at both late 
Imperial and Soviet Russia as systemic phenomenon of sociocultural relations, as 
well as locations of power, it took E. P. Thompson’s magisterial work to restore 
both historical presence and agency to those excluded from the condescending 
gaze of the grand narrators, to paraphrase his famous aphorism. Thompson 
brought two different but complementary challenges to the discussion. One was 
substantive and clearly debatable. It focused on how social groups come to under- 
stand and represent themselves within broader sociocultural milieus and how 
these understandings and representations affected (and were affected by) politics 
and political institutions. The other was analytical and much harder to debate. It 
centered on the distorting tendencies of grand national narratives and stories of 
national identity themselves—the very narratives that were foundational in the 
establishment and definition of state archives and provided the authorities that 
structured their holdings. The traditional archival approach to “telling the story,” 
to doing history, was thus directly challenged. 

Thompson, Haimson, and others in the United States and Europe thus encour- 
aged a new generation of social historians to probe “interior” social spaces and 
cultural relations: the ways men and women; peasants and landowners; managers, 
foremen, and workers; officers and soldiers; merchants and manufacturers; 
state officials and state subjects; hegemons and subalterns—all of these social 
formations and others—related to each other, thought about and represented 
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themselves and others, and imagined their futures through the ways they pro- 
cessed their pasts. 

This new social-historical approach was a significant departure from the Annal- 
istes’ earlier focus on deeper social structures. It challenged bright graduate stu- 
dents to explore a greatly expanded range of historical subjects, experiences, 
processes, and meanings.” The new social history was thus also about how his- 
tories “from below” related to more familiar fields of politics, ideology, and the 
structural aspects of “modernization,” where it was traditionally understood that 
history was “made.” These realms of enquiry pushed the boundaries of what con- 
stituted historical meaning and knowledge. Work in these new areas clearly 
required archival research, but the kinds of sources needed were not always readily 
discernable in politically and institutionally generated collections. Equally impor- 
tant, these new questions and approaches affected conceptions of the archive 
itself and the kinds of materials these “temples” of history needed to preserve. 


The Problem of Historical Narration 


The broader issues of historical narration itself were also central here. As they 
emerged with new clarity in the work especially of Hayden White, questions 
about how scholars and nations both used types of historical narration were not 
seen by historians as those primarily of social purpose, factual distortion, con- 
cealment, the limitations of sources, or the restricted possibilities of archival 
verification. Rather, they centered on how what White came to describe as the 
“deep structures of historical imagination” affected the ways histories are written 
and told."® 

While the literature concerning the “metahistorical” role of narrative tech- 
niques is now quite extensive, little thought has been given to its relation to 
archives. Most important here is the ways in which the work of first-rate archival 
scholars also demonstrates that a well-crafted telling of their stories can be 
authoritative in and of itself, simply through the persuasive power of its voice: 
that, as White has argued, the style of narration itself in its various forms can 
evoke a convincing resonance in readers. This resonance may derive from the 
commonalities of language, from the reader’s sympathy to the narrative’s logic, 
from a broader understanding of the context that the narrative is attempting to 
shape, or from some other empathic point of connection between historian and 
reader. In each case it is the resonance itself, rather than the narrative’s sources, 
that affects the degree to which the history being told seems true. A heroic or 
tragic ordering of a historical narrative tends to touch readers sensibilities in 
especially powerful ways. Empathy (or antipathy, or sympathy) becomes a basis 
for presumptions of historical authority and understanding, however problem- 
atically or ahistorically these are projected onto different cultures and historical 
times. 
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So, too, with the grander forms of historical explanation, as White suggests in 
his penetrating discussions of Ranke, Michelet, Burckhardt, and other nineteenth- 
century historians, the explanatory grammars of plot lines, ideological disposi- 
tions, or formal logic itself can convey notions of historical truth as forcefully as 
archival citations, especially to readers unaccustomed to reading authoritative 
history critically. The grand syntheses of the nineteenth-century masters nar- 
rated the linkages that they perceived between events around convincing claims 
about political progress and decline, tropes that reflected familiar life cycles and 
experience. Their historicism was expressed in grand and persuasive literary styles 
that transported their readers into historical space with the same sense of cer- 
tainty as Melville, de Maupassant, and Tolstoy transported theirs. 

Processing the past through a skillfully told story, in other words, can tran- 
scend the objective principles of archival verification. In the process, the archives 
may be reduced figuratively, as well as literally, to a footnote. The most rigorous 
archival scholarship always leaves room for imagination in the historian’s craft. In 
place of the footnote, or more precisely, in addition to the verifying role of the 
authoritative archival citation, is the authority skillful narratives convey simply 
because their stories “ring true.” 


Archival Implications of the Linguistic 
and Cultural Turns 


As these new challenges to “authoritative” history continued to develop in the 
1970s, the various currents of critical thinking and enquiry that soon came to be 
grouped as “postmodernism” were also taking root in widespread assaults against 
established authorities of all kinds: political, social, cultural, patriarchal, and (not 
least) academic. University communities in particular became centers of intellec- 
tual challenge, social activism, and political confrontation with “the authorities.” 
Institutions then seemed to be sites of wrongheaded or outmoded (“traditional”) 
thinking about how and why societies changed and, especially in France and the 
United States, how and why “wars of liberation” were actually fought. 

In the Braudelian vocabulary of conjuncture, 1968 was obviously a critical 
moment. The unexpected force of the Tet offensive in Vietnam, the Soviet sup- 
pression of “socialism with a human face” in Prague, as well as at home, the blunt- 
ing of liberal politics and the American civil rights campaign with the assassinations 
of Martin Luther King, Jr., and Robert Kennedy, the election of Richard Nixon 
instead of Hubert Humphrey after the bloody Chicago protests at the Democratic 
National Convention, the effective end of the “war on poverty” by the return of 
Republicans to power in the United States, the consequent extension of the Viet- 
nam war into Laos and Cambodia, and worldwide demonstrations of protest—all 
of these sharp moments were easily situated within a commonly understood his- 
tory événementielle, riveting attention on what the two hegemonic world powers 
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were doing and why. In various ways and with varying degrees of intensity, they 
all focused on the connections between knowledge and power, between what is 
known and knowable about the past inside the archives and out, how this knowl- 
edge is concealed or revealed, and especially how it is used. Yet these various 
strands of new thinking were not for the most part “political” in origin, in the 
sense that term had traditionally been used and understood by historians and 
archivists. They emerged from the new focus on how and why social relations, 
cultural forms, everyday experience, and the various forms, locations, and uses of 
power shaped the historical process. 

In this changing analytical milieu, it is not surprising that the elaboration of 
critical linguistic theory and “deconstruction” became suddenly attractive to his- 
torians, although this additional set of perspectives also had its own intellectual 
genealogy. The same can be said for the concurrent scholarly elaborations of social 
movements and mentalités among historians and historical sociologists like Eric 
Hobsbawm, Michelle Perrot, and others, as well as the new interest in the “con- 
structions” of ethnicity and the “inventions” of tradition reflected by Benedict 
Anderson and Fredric Jameson.” Each of these currents further fueled a desire, 
intellectual and otherwise, to turn away from established historical interpreta- 
tions, sources, and ways of thinking. An effort to understand minds and hearts is 
a qualitatively different historical exercise than the construction of national his- 
tories through an exploration of their institutional archives. It is an effort instead 
to rescue the telling of history itself from the exclusionary teleologies of moder- 
nity embedded in dominant political, institutional, and personal narratives, grand 
and small. 

Throughout the 1970s, this was especially the case with how political author- 
ities and historical texts in both the Soviet Union and the United States processed 
the past. Both linked power to transcendent beliefs, institutions, and the mod- 
ernizing efforts of great individuals and powerful social elites. Both also insisted 
their stories reflected the steady historical march of reason and truth. What mat- 
tered most at the time in terms of new historical thinking, however, was not that 
the political implementations of these arguments stood in such antagonistic rela- 
tionship to each other, but that the representations themselves in both instances 
were in such transparent opposition to broad understandings of what had “really 
taken place.” For a new generation of scholars, in other words, both stories were 
increasingly unconvincing. 

Few serious historians now believed, for example, that the U.S. effort to “roll 
back communism” in Southeast Asia was in any way related to the progress of 
liberal democracy, any more than they believed that the forceful spread of Soviet 
hegemony in Czechoslovakia and Eastern Europe advanced anything resembling 
democratic socialism. While both narratives continued to dominate state policy 
and popular understanding, each was increasingly out of joint with the ways that 
new modes of enquiry now argued the past had to be studied. Both lost much of 
their authority and representational integrity. The categories of social, political, 
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and national identity that they each produced and reproduced thus became the 
objects of analytic scrutiny rather than simply the subjects or agents of social 
modernization. Reaching backward to deploy these approaches in historical schol- 
arship consequently required an expanded or alternative range of sources—new 
“authorities” to make new interpretations convincing. 

The growing emphasis among historians on language and culture—the now 
familiar and well-rehearsed linguistic and cultural turns—thus emerged as part 
of a range of efforts to understand more precisely how various ways of processing 
historical “realities” did or did not relate to the subjects, practices, or experiences 
being described. In turning to language and culture, areas of exploration that 
were well developed in other disciplines but which historians had tended to 
neglect, the question was how cultural and linguistic practices might themselves 
constitute determining elements of historical change. Among other conse- 
quences, this broadening of interests strongly challenged any attempt to define a 
singular comprehensive and archivally grounded past. A unified “history of the 
nation” became plural pasts, in contrast to assumptions about a common or 
“shared” national experience. In the process, as Robert Berkhofer has nicely 
argued, the interpretative unity that pursuit of the “great story” tried to con- 
struct was subjected to increasing critique.’* Historians “de-constructed” the 
once commonplace notion that a singular authoritative framework, formulated 
within national boundaries and based on well-organized fonds in national 
archives and official state collections, could embrace a singular shared national 
past. Although no one yet considered the issue, this “turn” implicitly undermined 
the traditional kindred relationship between archives and history, gendered as 
“sister” professions and founded on similar notions of how authoritative history 
had to be written. 

The notion of “deconstruction” is, of course, most famously associated with 
Jacques Derrida’s provocative aphorism il n’y a pas d’hors l'texte [there is nothing 
outside the text], even if only a small number of a growing new cohort of post- 
modern thinkers regarded this assertion as literally true. For most it has meant 
instead that the language of representation has a powerful actuality of its own. It 
creates its own categories in ways that both presumes their existence and facili- 
tates their coming into being. It consequently obscures the timeless Platonic dis- 
tinction between subject and object, conflating the idealist duality between 
material and mental worlds with stories about “progress” and “liberation” that 
allegedly have “real” content. The concern for understanding text, in other words, 
was an equally strong concern for understanding context. Although Derrida and 
others took one strand of postmodernism to the point where context—historical 
actuality—seemed to dissolve, for most this simply meant, more prosaically, 
“getting the story right.” Both perspectives, however, held profound implications 
for the established ways history was researched, used and understood. Even if 
very few moved to the radical position that history had “ended,” that the past 
just “was,” and all coherences ordering its infinite welter of experiences were 
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essentially fictive (however real life was actually lived), history was now to be 
understood, researched, and told, in different ways. 

One of the most broadly attractive of these ways picked up the concerns of Clif- 
ford Geertz, Mary Douglas, Victor Turner, and others for thick social and cultural 
description.” For some, it seemed transparently obvious that the “facts” under- 
lying the dominant western and Soviet narratives were belied by sociocultural 
processes and formations of quite different sorts. Cultural linkages in Indochina 
and elsewhere which provided the politically weak with powerful weapons, acts, 
and “hidden transcripts of resistance” were increasingly more convincing expla- 
nations of why and how “history” in that region and elsewhere was moving than 
those based on formal politics and political institutions.” 

Analytically, there was an important difference between the emerging efforts 
to explore cultural locations and forms for their own sake, a tendency that soon 
became generally identified as the “cultural turn,” and the broader effort among 
historians to look more closely at the effects of cultural forms and relations on the 
development of political institutions and other elements of social order and 
change. Both of these moves toward an understanding of culture and power in 
their broader senses, however, further “decentered” familiar conceptions of his- 
tory as a social science, since both challenged traditional conceptions of the 
autonomy of political institutions and of power itself. Here, new arguments about 
the ways that power, culture, and culturally embedded economic and social rela- 
tions were and could be linked to each other had a growing resonance.” In an 
additional twist to this remarkable intellectual and political conjuncture, these 
new approaches also connected directly in American historical and social thought 
to the powerful attention the civil rights movement had generated about race and 
racial identities, and stimulated new thinking about another pivotal but hitherto 
neglected substantive and analytical category, that of gender. 

Race and gender were analytically related not only by their obvious implications 
for political mobilization and activism, but by their understanding of the terms 
“race” and “gender” themselves as categories constructed from social and political 
needs, rather than genetic difference, and highly reified in the languages that both 
created and reproduced their specific cultural meanings. In effect, the concepts of 
race and gender joined the linguistic turn with identity politics, and both to the 
importance methodologically of “doing social history from below,” divorced from 
the state- and society-centered teleologies of modernization and progress. Narra- 
tives could now be seen as creating race and gender, effectively subordinating as 
historical determinants the archived actualities of lived experience to the ways this 
experience was written out as a linked chain of events by what purported to be 
historical “description.” As Robert Berkhofer neatly put it, race, gender, and soon 
ethnicity more broadly were “denaturalized,” removed that is from the category of 
observable, real world objects capable of detached scientific study.” 

What constituted the past now embraced all of human experience: from the 
lofty issues of international politics to the most common of everyday interactions. 
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Research in these newer areas of history “from below” required sources that were 
not in any reliable or systematic form among the holdings of research-oriented 
archival repositories. The documents as assembled in some cases also seemed in 
conflict with the historian’s own set of memories and experiences about particular 
facets of the human story. Particularly in the areas of race, gender, first nations, 
and ethnic minorities, the authorities that guided archival processes proved 
counterintuitive in their substance and obscure if not absent entirely in tradi- 
tional finding aids. 


The Challenges of Postmodernism 
to the Authority of the Archive 


Traditional narrative history and the historical archives whose holdings both 
derived from and inspired that approach were thus increasingly suspect among 
many academic historians for reasons going far beyond the epistemological issues 
of how the past could or could not be represented and evidenced, issues which 
could be reasonably well confined to academic concerns about the truth claims of 
archival scholarship. While these shifts in historical thinking were mainly cen- 
tered in France and the United States, they had wide resonance everywhere in the 
historians’ scholarly world. The curricular debates that roiled Russian history 
departments after the collapse of the Soviet Union, for example, and which we 
referred to at the beginning of this volume, were not simply about creating new 
kinds of courses. For many Russian historians with international reputations for 
careful scholarship on a variety of topics in European and prerevolutionary 
Russian history, what was now to be taught was the least of the matter. At issue 
instead was how to preserve the authority of archival scholarship and the convic- 
tion that accurate history could only be written on the basis of scientific archival 
research, especially Russia’s own. The corrupted narratives of Soviet historical 
representation only reinforced these scholars’ sense that archives remained the 
only authoritative way to process real pasts. 

These passionate arguments were more than matched in western history fac- 
ulties at the time, especially in the United States. As the Princeton historian 
Lawrence Stone put it in the journal Past and Present in 1991, the “subject-matter 
of history—that is, events and behavior”—had now been brought seriously into 
question. So had traditional understandings about sources and the central prob- 
lem of historical analysis, the “explanation of change over time.”” In Stone’s 
view, postmodernism held a threefold threat: from linguistics (“building up 
from Saussure to Derrida and climaxing in deconstruction according to which 
there is nothing besides text”); from the “influence of cultural and symbolic 
anthropology” (whose practitioners say “the real is as imagined as the imaginary”); 
and from a “new historicism” (in which “language is ‘the medium in which the 
real is constructed and apprehended’”). Stone concluded his provocative note by 
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wondering whether “history might be on the way to becoming an endangered 
species,” unselfconsciously evoking a key scientific concept of the nineteenth 
century.” 

Whether Stone deliberately referenced Darwin, his attack on “postmodernism” 
was above all a defense of the received truths and practices of scientific history. 
We put “postmodernism” in quotation marks here partly to indicate that the term 
itself was a target of fierce opposition from historians. The term in its unqualified 
form reduces a variety of related tendencies and approaches to a convenient and 
easily misunderstood commonality: that what the western world has generally 
valued as modernity is seriously limited in its reflection of historical processes 
and progress. Modern here means the set of assumptions rooted in the individu- 
alistic rationality of the Enlightenment project, whether they relate to the eman- 
cipatory power of science and reason or the creation of progressive and liberating 
sociopolitical systems. As such, it embraces the technological and scientific 
advances that the Enlightenment helped to stimulate. 

In a variety of complex and interesting ways, what might be best thought of as 
the postmodern syndrome challenges these assumptions. It does so, however, not 
in terms of their intrinsic values, but in terms of how these values have func- 
tioned within the complex dynamics of human welfare and social change. What 
links all varieties of postmodernism together is their challenge to understandings 
about how a complex human world was, is, and even should be developing since 
the teleologies of reason became an integral part of the educated western mind- 
set. In other words, postmodernism in all of its variants critiques the values, tech- 
nologies, and logics of modernization that have come almost everywhere to be 
regarded as the natural and universal course of human progress, which situated 
the grand western and Soviet narratives of the Cold War. 

For some, this has meant a direct confrontation with the assumptions of sci- 
ence itself. Central here is a doubt about the neutrality of scientific enquiry and 
the progressive nature of much scientific discovery, especially in terms of the de- 
structive inventions of nuclear physics. These doubts have led to additional ques- 
tions about cultural determinism and the intrinsic nature of scientific objectivity, 
focusing on the claims that are made in its name for how social resources should 
be distributed and the corresponding definitions of social goals.” A complemen- 
tary approach has involved a deeper rooted challenge to the nature of reason itself 
in philosophical terms, particularly in the work of Nietzsche and Heidegger. 
Among the seminal critics here are Foucault and Derrida, whose analytical fault 
lines run along the explosive power of feeling and will and what Foucault has 
described as the microphysics of power. For Foucault, essential structures of 
social control can be found in the commonplace realms of everyday life, as well as 
in the more obvious institutions of the state. They include the disciplinary systems 
of “good” and “bad” language, as well as the elevation of reason and science to 
superordinate systems of value and the controlling institutions and institutional- 


ized technologies of social “progress.” 
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All of these elements of postmodernism critique the authority of scientific his- 
tory and traditional sources of historical knowledge, and hence the ways many 
historians have traditionally thought about their subjects and their sources. In 
other words, the postmodern move away from historical and archival “science” 
has been problematic not because it has undermined the advantages of reason, 
objectivity, verification, and “modernization’—something the postmodern 
syndrome has actually affected rather little—but because it has altered in funda- 
mental ways the kinds of sources many historians now need to tell their stories, 
and hence the authority of the archive itself. Our point of entry into the problem 
is not therefore the nature of the “modern” so much as its understandings of the 
meanings and uses of historical authority that archives have traditionally reflected. 

The concept of authority itself, moreover, has itself been a controversial issue 
in these discussions. The cultural historian Bruce Lincoln, one of the more sophis- 
ticated participants in this extended debate, has differentiated what he sardoni- 
cally calls the three “ruts” of analytic and descriptive authority: the concern for 
social order and control that neoliberal and especially neoconservative observers 
see as fundamental to maintaining the natural course of modernization and pro- 
gress in its Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment forms; the related concern for 
the consequences of dehumanizing (and antihuman) “authoritarianism” in its 
various horrific twentieth-century forms; and the more academic (but equally 
political) emphasis on assuring the progressive development of Weberian forms 
of legal authority embedded in the structures of modern bureaucratic states.” For 
our purposes, Lincoln shifts the discussion in a very useful direction. He trans- 
lates each of these approaches into a series of interrelated questions about who, 
and under what conditions, individuals, groups, or states are able to speak with 
authority, that is, in ways regarded as right. 

In this sense, archives have always “spoken with authority” in the different 
ways we have described. Historical narratives drawn from their documentation 
have always linked the authority of their descriptions and interpretations with 
the authenticity of their archival sources. In the process, understandings of con- 
temporary circumstances and events have also been situated in longer kinds of 
authentic archival narrations, lending authority to (or discrediting) the institu- 
tions and practices they reflect in these terms. This perspective also situates the 
authority of the archives historically, dramatizing their social and political impor- 
tance to understandings of historical change. It also historicizes the postmodern 
challenges to traditional historiography in the particular circumstances of the 
“long 1960s” when the turn away from authority in history began in earnest. If 
these challenges have led in several postmodern directions, some more fruitful 
than others, all have simultaneously challenged established assumptions about 
archives as authoritative sources of historical understanding. And all have pro- 
duced similar resistances to those articulated by Stone. 

In the mid-1990s, for example, Eugene Genovese, Gertrude Himmelfarb, and 
other prominent historians went so far as to break from what they regarded as the 
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hopelessly postmodern American Historical Association and attempted to form a 
new professional group to save historians from themselves and history from the 
dustbin of irrelevancy. They and others joined Stone in his fear that the historical 
profession as a whole was in a steep decline, along with long-established norms of 
scholarly research. Politically liberal or left-leaning social historians like Bryan 
Palmer and Elizabeth Fox Genovese saw the new historical approaches as dimin- 
ishing the significance of real life struggles by really oppressed social groups, not 
to mention their anguish. Palmer deployed E. P. Thompson’s own polemic against 
abstract theorizing in rejecting from a Marxist perspective “the ideological project 
of rationalizing and legitimating this postmodern order as something above and 
beyond the social relations of a capitalist political economy.”** Fox-Genovese 
passionately insisted that “history consists in something more than ‘just one 
damn thing after another’. . . even in something more than what happened in the 
past ... [It] must also be recognized as what did happen in the past—of the social 
relations and, yes, ‘events,’ of which our records offer only imperfect clues.””? It 
also galvanized more conservative “traditionalists” like Gertrude Himmelfarb, 
who began in a series of quite public statements to assail these and other post- 
modern “distortions” as politicized “flight from fact.” Feminist history was 


consciously and profoundly subversive, not only of traditional history but 
of earlier varieties of women’s history. . . . Thus it is that the ‘poetics’ of 
history become the ‘politics’ of history. Postmodernism, even more overtly 
than Marxism, makes of history—the writing of history rather than the 
‘praxis’ of history—an instrument in the struggle for power. The new his- 
torian, like the proletariat of old, is the bearer of the race/class/gender 
‘war’—or rather ‘wars’. . . . If ‘Everyman his own historian’ must now be 
rendered ‘Everyman/woman his/her own historian’ . . . why not ‘Every 
black/white/Hispanic/Asian/Native-American . . . ?’ Or ‘Every Christian/ 
Jew/Catholic/Protestant/Muslim/Hindu/agnostic/atheist . . . ? Or ‘Every 
heterosexual/homosexual/bisexual/androgynous/polymorphous/misog- 
amist/misogynous ...?’ And so on, through all the ethnic, racial, religious, 
sexual, national, ideological, and other characteristics that distinguish 
people?*° 


Here was a vision of the archival historian—the detached, circumspect recorder 
and objective interpreter of the past—under widespread attack. The intensity of 
this concern, however, was only partly because of the serious inroads the varieties 
of new history were making in scholarship and teaching. By the 1980s, ethnicity 
was firmly joined with race and gender as a “useful category” of historical, social, 
and cultural analysis, to paraphrase Joan Scott.” Postmodernism in history had 
ushered in a broad reorientation away from the traditional positivist assumptions 
that good historians could somehow recover the past from the archives as it 
“actually was,” breathing as Michelet imagined the dead back to life. Challenges to 
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the authority of traditional history were also challenges to institutional authority 
itself and the traditional ways academic power and resources were allocated. As 
programs in women’s, ethnic, and African/African-American studies were created 
in many universities with full faculty lines, they encroached on the relationships 
between established knowledge and the powers of appointment and promotion 
tightly held by traditional academic departments. In the process, the role and 
power of those whose positivist understandings of scholarship had long struc- 
tured social science disciplines was weakened or displaced. 

So was the meaning of authoritative scholarship itself. No single template 
could now be used to validate historical description or interpretation or, more 
prosaically, to determine what work deserved an academic appointment or pro- 
motion. The very authorities of traditional political and institutional history, the 
foundational elements of modern archival science, had now become the subject of 
multiple and contentious points of view, each seeking validity in the scholarly 
depth and persuasiveness of its contending presentations and representations. 


New Histories and Traditional Archives 


To what extent, then, could history exert conceptual authority over the archive or 
derive its own authority from archival boxes and folders? The categories of race 
and gender, for example, that had no reference in traditional archival finding aids, 
were essentially morphing into the authorities that gave historical meaning to 
identity, memory, and experience. In the process, they challenged the traditional 
institutional and political authorities on which archives acquired and preserved 
materials, and on which they were still traditionally ordered.* 

Even this brief review should thus suggest that the turn away from authority 
in history has not been a uniform or consistent process. Its contradictions, as for 
example between the ultimate need for historians to write in some comprehen- 
sible (narrative) prose even as they struggled to get away from its constraints, 
has roiled the profession from within even as assaults increased from without. 
Lawrence Stone insisted that the historical profession was in a “crisis of self- 
confidence about what it is doing and how it is doing it.” Patrick Joyce’s rejoinder 
was that historians simply had to register the major advance of postmodernism, 
“namely, that the events, structures and processes of the past are indistinguish- 
able from the forms of documentary representation, the conceptual and political 
appropriations, and the historical discourses that construct them.”™ 

What joined even Joyce and Stone together, however, was an understanding 
that the hitherto dominant understanding of the authority of archival evidence 
and its relation to historical logic were now open to serious question. Actually, it 
would be better to say these certainties were open to questions, since all of the 
contentious strands of thinking here have focused not on one issue but several 
larger ones. What is the proper unit of historical analysis? What is the relationship 
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of historical texts to historical actualities? What, if any, are the embedded logics 
underlining historical change and how do they function? And what, finally, is the 
nature and role of archivally based authority in history itself—that is, for whom 
and how does history based on authentic documentation function in the produc- 
tion of social, cultural, and especially political certainties? 

The first question has embraced the structural positivism of the Annalistes, as 
well as the subjectivism and poststructuralism of many who explore race, eth- 
nicity, gender, and the identities invented by national institutions and traditions. 
The second question has not only engaged Derridean deconstructionists but those 
like Stone, Moses Finley, and even Carlo Ginzburg, who have argued in different 
ways for the representational virtues of a self-consciously drawn historical narra- 
tive. As Richard Vann has pointed out in History and Theory, the question of the 
historian’s language itself may have come to supersede the broader issue of the 
relationship between historical and scientific knowledge, but the Platonic ele- 
ments of linguistic representation have been almost universally recognized as his- 
toriographically relevant, regardless of where one stands on textuality.** 

The issues raised by the question of embedded historical logics and the role of 
authority in history itself have absorbed the broadest kind of scrutiny and argu- 
mentation. The more esoteric elements of the poststructuralist critique of social 
science theory have been written more largely into post-Marxist reevaluations 
and a thorough (and sometimes intellectually brutal) reexamination of social his- 
tory. Post-Marxism itself has fruitfully queried established Marxist understand- 
ings of the historical relationship between “base” and “superstructure.” It has also 
assailed the teleology of progressive class conflict, especially in terms of the dif- 
ferences between historical representations and lived experience, and introduced 
new arguments about cultural as well as socioeconomic determinants of change. 
At the same time, the discussion has touched the question of how what has been 
represented as lived experience in archive-based historical narratives has corre- 
lated with what memory and other kinds of nonarchival evidence suggested might 
have occurred. In the process, the authority of memory and identity have been 
further placed in opposition to the institutional and political authorities struc- 
turing archival acquisition and description. 

Finally, with the collapse of the Soviet Union itself and the radical transforma- 
tion of state systems in Eastern Europe, the whole question of for whom and how 
authoritative history functions to create sociocultural and political certainties has 
come into focus even for historians who disdained the earlier scholarly debates. 
Despite its patent distortions, falsifications, and erasures, history continued to 
the Soviet Union’s very end to hold broad authority as a legitimizing set of expla- 
nations for communist power by linking a scientific historical past to a radiant 
future. The actual collapse of this future could not therefore help but accelerate 
the almost literally explosive reexamination of the political uses of history by the 
state in this and other parts of the scholarly world, a process which has only 
become more contentious. 
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At the same time, regardless of where historians stood on the value of ethnicity 
or gender as historical categories, the end of the Soviet empire also strengthened 
examinations of “orientalism” and the conditions of “postcoloniality,” focusing 
additional attention on the ways authoritative archives helped write particular 
mind-sets into what were in large measure historical prescriptions, rather than 
objective descriptive narratives as they purported to be. In Thomas Richards’ 
view, the archive actually gave an artificial structure, clarity, and system to impe- 
rial/colonial relations, rather than the possibility of historical understanding.” As 
Appleby, Hunt, and Jacob have pointed out in Telling the Truth about History, the 
“end of history” that Francis Fukuyama and others celebrated when the historical 
alternatives to western neoliberalism seemed to collapse was true only in the 
sense that the pervasive authority of traditional political history had in large 
measure been eclipsed, at least among academic historians.*° 

In this eclipse, the extraordinarily productive intellectual revolution of the long 
1960s had also largely run its course. Its many twists and turns, however, contin- 
ued to have crucial implications for the archives. Social history “from below,” as 
well as histories centering on the categories of race, ethnicity, and gender, required 
a kind of documentation either absent or almost entirely irretrievable in any 
direct and systematic way. Problems like race and gender had to be teased obliquely 
from sources collected, catalogued, and preserved as other kinds of testimony. In 
these and other areas, oral histories, photographs, judicial records, physical arti- 
facts, and other less “traditional” kinds of sources took on new significance. Still, 
archives themselves received scant attention from historians, almost as if they 
were irrelevant to the issues roiling their profession. Indeed, it was not until the 
publication of Derrida’s Archive Fever in 1994 that the nature and role of an archive 
in the process of historical recovery began to get any serious notice outside the 
professional circles and journals of archivists themselves. 

Taken as a whole, the long 1960s was thus a period of intense critical thinking 
and intellectual innovation as important to the emergence of new kinds of histor- 
ical understanding as the spread of scientific thinking a century earlier. Still, and 
most importantly, the turn away from traditional authority in history did not 
diminish the urge of most historians to get to the archives. The new ranges of 
subjects and approaches required authenticating evidence no less than the tradi- 
tional subjects they displaced, however difficult it was to find. Even for many post- 
modernists, the transporting lure of archival dust was still every bit as intoxicating 
as it had been to Ranke and Michelet, however self-conscious and conceptually 
antitraditionalist they had become. 


Archival Essentialism and 


the Archival Divide 


While historians were actively exploring an increasing variety of questions during 
these years, archivists were equally active in addressing issues arising from the 
changing nature of documentation. In these discussions among archivists, histo- 
rians representing new historiographical or methodological concerns were simply 
not in evidence. Concepts drawn from the changing disciplines of archival admin- 
istration and information sciences informed the expertise needed to meet the 
challenges archives now faced. For archivists, documents had enduring value in 
the post-custodial and increasingly digital world not in terms of shared notions of 
their historical importance, but primarily as a result of a functional, institution- 
ally focused definition of what constituted a record and its position within the 
system in which it was generated. 

As the thoughtful archivist Preben Mortensen pointed out, these perspectives 
were grounded on a particular, ahistorical view of archival fundamentals. Archival 
science here has a “foundational,” rather than historical character. Repositories 
have a “distinct nature,” a “specific essence” with universally valid features “that 
can be found in all or almost all human cultures.”! As Mortensen further sug- 
gested, this view also defined the three features of contemporary archival theory 
that would allow it to still be considered scientific in the post-custodial, digital 
age: universality, autonomy, internal consistency and logic.” None had anything 
to do with history or historians. 


The Embrace of Essentialism by Archivists 


The emphasis on the “essence” of archives, the scientific nature of archival pro- 
cesses, and the question of what constitutes the essential characteristics of their 
materials soon came to center archivists’ responses to the rapidly increasing vol- 
ume of records production and the new and fast-growing challenges of technology. 
At Monash University in Australia, the Records Continuum Research Group took 
up the problem of inconsistencies or gaps in metadata syntax and semantics, and 


85 


86 EMERGENCE OF THE ARCHIVAL DIVIDE 


their effect on systematic data applications and retention. Elizabeth Yakel at the 
University of Michigan focused on the contextualities in the recording of digital 
data, especially health-related information. At Indiana University, Philip Bantin 
concentrated on defining the information categories required for generating doc- 
uments as evidence and analyzing the extent to which existing information 
systems satisfied those requirements. In the United Kingdom, efforts focused on 
defining the functional requirements of records management systems with an 
eye, again, to assuring consistency in access and strengthening a common archival 
understanding of “enduring value.” Fundamental questions continued to revolve 
around the elements or attributes that need to be considered in working through 
the ways digital systems had to be designed.’ 

Archivists were consequently drawn increasingly toward the process of records 
generation and the institutional values, priorities, uses, practices, and needs that 
shape records creation—the central processes touching the design and circulation 
of information within specific institutions and organizations. Paradoxically, the 
new technologies were actually adding to rather than reducing the complexities of 
managing vast quantities of records, the challenge that initially pulled the archi- 
val profession out of its traditional custodial mode. 

Moreover, as their professional interests and concerns were increasingly dom- 
inated by the problems of utilizing digital technology for description and access, 
as well as to manage what seemed to be an almost limitless number of digital 
records, these issues also further shaped a new professional identity for contem- 
porary archivists, one far removed from the historical orientation of their custo- 
dial predecessors. Of necessity, the professional archivist now had to focus on 
technical and conceptual issues around the essential nature of a record and the 
consequent problems of arrangement, description, access, and technology associ- 
ated with archiving records in a permanent way. As a result, archives as docu- 
ment-processing institutions have become increasingly self-contained. 

In sum, contemporary archivists have come to think quite differently than 
their custodial predecessors about the theoretical parameters of archival practice 
itself. Refocused on the fundamental and organic connection between records 
and the agencies that produced them, an essential nexus considered foundational 
to the understanding of large records series, as well as to the constructions of 
digital archival systems, conceptions of archival authorities derived by the much 
more fluid process of historical analysis—the “changing winds of historiography,” 
as the archivist F. Gerald Ham put it—could simply not be applied with any con- 
sistency or stability.* The approach of Luciana Duranti and others marginalized 
historical understanding even further. The role of history (and historians) in 
determining the value of a document now lay entirely outside the archival system 
and hence the archivists’ concern. Duranti herself put it most forcefully: making 
archival decisions based on some notion of what the historical value of documents 
might be in the future was to “renounce impartiality, endorse ideology, and con- 


sciously and arbitrarily alter the societal record.”® 
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Thus, while historians were broadening the range of their explorations and 
largely acknowledging the postmodern view that no historical story was without 
some merit, no document without value, no one conception of change deserving 
of a privileged metanarrative position, they were also losing their capacity to 
influence archival decisions that could identify documents as historically signifi- 
cant. From the new archival perspective, these broadened understandings of the 
past simply could not provide the kinds of authoritative structures and taxon- 
omies of relative significance that archivists now needed to guide them in deter- 
mining records of “enduring” value. More importantly, with purely digital 
materials, neither could they provide the kind of structured, consistent, and 
enduring vocabulary essential to electronic information system design, imple- 
mentation, and retrieval. 

In these terms, postmodernism in history can be thought of from an archival 
perspective as the emergence of a set of “counter authorities”: unstable and con- 
tested evaluations of history’s central and determining elements with no consis- 
tent practical use in determining what sorts of materials archives should acquire 
and preserve. Moreover, historians mindful of the range of interests now preoc- 
cupying their colleagues, themselves became reluctant to take on responsibility in 
the processes of appraisal or of electronic system design, even if they had some 
notion of what this required. To choose one descriptor is to diminish the possibil- 
ities of others. To privilege one conceptual framework is inconsistent with the 
notion that the past must be understood in multiple ways, that indeed, social 
groups, societies, and nations have multiple pasts rather than singular ones. It 
has not only been the question of technological competence that has precluded 
engagement in the construction of archival descriptive systems but the changes in 
the nature of historical study itself. 

This is also the case with the even more problematic question of document 
destruction, the dark side for historians of the issue of “enduring value.” Given 
the new breadth of historical enquiry, how can historians assume responsibility 
for disposing of materials that might conceivably be of interest to their colleagues 
in the future? Indeed, one of the most distinguished Latin American historians 
in the United States recently demonstrated how important a simple receipt for 
the sale of a mule was in understanding the nature of slavery and indenture in 
nineteenth-century Cuba.° In important ways, all documents are of at least some 
historical value if historians themselves have some say about the matter. When 
every story is of some historical merit, every voice of some historical value, then 
every document has the potential to contain some important historical meaning. 

For archivists, meanwhile, even those familiar with the new breadth of histor- 
ical interests, the practical difficulties of the appraisal process have affirmed the 
view that archives cannot embrace the idea of providing all documents for 
answering all questions. Difficult disposition decisions simply could not be 
avoided even, and in some respects especially, with digital systems that were now 
producing documents in seemingly unlimited amounts. In these circumstances, 
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archivists further embraced the effort to identify “essential” qualities both of the 
record itself and the context of its creation, and in these terms alone form the 
strategies they need for retention and destruction. 

What then is a document of enduring value in these terms? What are the 
essential elements that will determine whether or not it becomes part of the 
future historical record? And how, again in practical terms, are archivists and 
records keepers actually to appraise the truly gigantic body of material under their 
care on this basis, digital or otherwise? If the interventionist necessities of the 
post-custodial era required radically new strategies and standards, and if these 
were now questions for archival theory and information science alone, is it not 
still the case that the determination of “enduring value” still somehow needed to 
take the interests of future historians into account? 

Echoing Ham and Duranti, some of the most imaginative thinkers about 
archives have answered with an emphatic “no!” Helen Willa Samuels, for example, 
who gained prominence among archivists with the 1992 publication of a study of 
university archives, has stressed that archivists could no longer rely on subjective 
guesses about what the future interests of historians might be like. Even less 
could archivists determine what bodies of records had significance for historical 
as opposed to contemporary understanding: descriptive analyses of future “pasts” 
rather than descriptive studies of the present. Samuels offered instead the appli- 
cation of “functional analysis” to the problem of selection. Rather than gazing 
into crystal balls, archivists had to make their decisions in terms of the phenom- 
enon or institution the records documented. Since archivists could not predict 
future research, they had to document the processes or institutions that produced 
their records as adequately as possible.’ 

Recognizing that no selection process could be entirely objective, Samuels pro- 
posed that if documents were set in a functional rather than historical context, 
they would best preserve an understanding of the institution’s structure and pro- 
cedures themselves, rather than “tell its story.” In other words, the organizational 
complexities of the institution itself formed the analytic construct for the selec- 
tion of records. While Samuels focused specifically on university archives, what 
made her work so influential in the archival community was the way she laid out 
for those institutions the functional activities, structures, layers, purposes, and 
aspirations that reflected and defined the documents they produced in ways 
entirely independent of any historical periodization. 

The question of designating records of enduring value thus became a question 
of understanding which documents and records were likely to reflect the essential 
features of an institution in all of its administrative and procedural complexity. In 
creating a historical record, in other words, Samuels argued that the selection 
process should begin not by reading “historical works” or focusing on “the specific 
history, people, events, structures or records of an institution,” but on an under- 
standing of the function of the documentation. On this basis, archivists and other 
records keepers could formulate an appraisal strategy that identified documentation 
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essential to the functions at hand and therefore worth preserving for the future.® 
Here was a further, even for some a definitive embrace of archival “essentialism,” 
the central element of which remained its focus on the primary organizational 
relationship—the essential relationship—between the record and the agency 
that produced it. 

Given the extraordinary new challenges facing the archives and records man- 
agement community, the logic, rationality, and efficiencies of this essentialist 
approach have had enormous appeal. Among its other attractions, it dovetails 
neatly with the ways archivists have approached the most difficult of these chal- 
lenges: the archiving of electronic records and the creation of digital archives. 
Since all digital systems rely on certain essential elements of linguistic fixity and 
structural order, digital records of enduring value emerge in this perspective as a 
necessary and essential part of the archival process itself, providing only that 
archivists and records managers fully understand the “particular organizational, 
business, technological, and cultural environments that they are trying to influ- 
ence,” as Margaret Hedstrom has put it, and apply appropriate and enduring stan- 
dards, system designs, and mechanisms for retrieval.’ 

These essentialist views have also led to new and contending understandings 
of the digitally structured archive itself. For some, the embrace of essentialism 
challenges the traditional place of archival administration and practice. As archi- 
val decision making increasingly takes place at the time records are created, 
rather than at the end of the cycle of use, there is understandable concern about 
how distant archivists themselves are from this process, and hence any useful 
perspective on the integrity of the record and the reasons for its preservation. 
Without this understanding, “enduring value” can simply become an unintended 
consequence of the act of preservation. In these circumstances, digital records 
are not likely to be part of any future historical archives unless the processes of 
their origination can be fully documented, as with their paper predecessors, and 
unless they can be moved to the custody of formal archival institutions separate 
and independent of their agencies of origin and professionally devoted to serving 
a variety of publics, including not least the current and future generations of 
historians." 

For others, however, archives have again become thought of as full and appro- 
priate partners in the corporate and institutional mission, just as they were 
during their rapid earlier development in relation to political institutions and the 
state. Indeed, many newly trained archivists and professional records managers 
now see themselves in a critical position at the very center of information flows, 
indispensible to the functioning of all contemporary organizations that commu- 
nicate and transact electronically. This view has strengthened the notions of 
Bearman and others of archives positioned basically as modern information 
systems in terms of the ways their materials are embedded in administrative 
structures and continually generate usable documentation (or “evidence”) for the 
agencies that produce them. From this perspective, the very nature of these 
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archives allows its documentary evidence be used for all kinds of arguments 
including historical ones even if not designed to do so, providing only that it can 
be accessed. 


The Rejection of Essentialism by Historians 


As we have seen, the turn away from authority in history was a complex and mul- 
tidimensional process. At its core, however, was a view of historical processes that 
was increasingly suspicious of the ways historians had traditionally understood 
the nature and role of institutions, especially those associated with the state. 
While the celebrated innovations in history “from below” echoed in some ways 
the long-established conventions of historical Marxism, especially in Europe, 
these and other new initiatives focusing on gender and reconsidering the concept 
of class also challenged established thinking about how institutions functioned 
and exercised their power. 

Guided by a remarkable eruption of new social theory, historians became 
increasingly aware of the ways the structures and processes of political institu- 
tions were themselves affected by sociocultural factors like gender, while social 
institutions like the family also reflected overarching relations of institutional- 
ized power. The new interest in ethnicity, identity formation, and the authority of 
experience also intersected with a reexamination of how and why various social 
and political institutions functioned as they did.“ If race became the primary 
focus for many American scholars, and new courses on race and ethnicity became 
required parts of college curricula, the nature and claims of nationality dominated 
thinking elsewhere. The breakup of the Soviet Union, one of the most remarkable 
and unanticipated events in all of European political history, further stimulated 
explorations already underway on the complex institutional relationships between 
hegemonic and subaltern cultures, the cultural and social, as well as the political 
components of institutionalized imperialism, and what James Scott had identi- 
fied as the arts of resistance to institutionalized domination. 

It is thus somewhat ironic that as archivists and records managers have essen- 
tialized relationships between documents and institutions as the only viable way 
to create effective new classification authorities for retrievable records of enduring 
value, historians have developed radically different ways of understanding insti- 
tutions themselves. To be sure, historical work still focuses on great men, great 
events, and powerful institutions, more the stuff of popular as opposed to aca- 
demic history. In any event, an important understanding produced by the innova- 
tions in historical analysis over the last two decades is that there are no essential 
and universally recognized determinants of the historical process. The nature of 
each historical event, each element of social change, and each historical actor large 
or small must be analyzed and understood within the complexities of discrete his- 
torical contexts, circumstances, and representations. Even among sophisticated 
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comparative historians, essential commonalities are now to be found only in the 
kinds of questions historians formulate and explore, not in their essentialized 
answers. 

Moreover, at a time when archival description is focused on controlled vocabu- 
laries and fixed linguistic structures, many historians have come to find language 
itself a culturally based and politically charged instrument. Even an understanding 
of the nation-state, perhaps the most venerable subject of historical description, 
has been expanded to embrace the ways it has been an effect of discourse, the 
creation of rhetorics designed in part as political claims. The role and value of 
language are themselves evidence of highly contextualized relationships. As 
Gabrielle Spiegel has proposed, one of the features of the linguistic turn in histor- 
ical study has been to “undermine our faith in the instrumental capacity of 
language to convey information about the world.”” 

For many contemporary historians, perhaps especially those in the academic 
world, it therefore goes without saying that institutions of the type that generate 
records are both more and less than what they represent themselves to be. More, 
in the sense that the transactions within and between government agencies or 
corporations encompass a range of processes and actions quite different from 
those that find reflection in what the archivist regards as authentic transactions. 
Less, because while the offices and institutions within an Enron Corporation or 
Department of Defense may appear to be entirely about making money or fighting 
wars, the ways these purposes are pursued is also conditioned fundamentally by 
the greater socioeconomic, cultural, and political environments in which they 
function. From a historian’s point of view, unless these larger patterns become 
part of the appraisal and descriptive processes of archival institutions, the records 
of enduring value now being accessioned by archivists may well be perceived to 
have little historical importance. 


The Archival Divide 


One of the more surprising aspects of this sea change in the conception and 
administration of archives is that historians themselves have scarcely seemed to 
notice. In 1999, John Carlin, Archivist of the United States and a man skilled in 
management as a former governor of Kansas but without training either as an 
archivist or as a historian, spoke at the annual meeting of the American Historical 
Association. He reported that the approximately 90,000 files of electronic records 
already received by the archives was less than 10 percent of the annual production 
of digital materials being generated by agencies like the Departments of State and 
Treasury that “we are likely to need to preserve.” While the many important pro- 
jects then underway around the world to digitize historical documents obviously 
held incredible opportunities for scholarly access, Carlin focused on the real dan- 
gers to the historical record that the “unprecedented challenge” electronic records 
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now posed, both because of their quantity and form. “They can be easily erased; 
they degenerate relatively quickly; and they can be rendered unreadable by the 
obsolescence of the hardware and software on which they were created.” For assis- 
tance, the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) had just formed 
a new partnership with the San Diego Supercomputer Center. There was no men- 
tion of how the historians in his audience might themselves possibly assist in 
assuring these challenges were met in ways that, as the National Archives building 
itself proclaimed, “the Glory and Romance of Our History are Here Preserved.” 
Indeed, even if Carlin had asked for help, it was unlikely that anyone in his audi- 
ence of historians would have had a clue about what to do. 

Whether or not historians understand these matters, there is no doubt they 
have very significant implications for how the past will be processed by future 
historians and archivists in both conceptual and practical terms. While historians 
continue to beat down archival doors in their admirable pursuit of all kinds of 
history, new and traditional, the intellectual and administrative challenges of 
identifying selecting, organizing, and conceptualizing the archive as a historical 
source have become too complex, and historical study has become too unstable, 
for historians to have much notion of what the historical archives of the 
future will be like. 

The distance that has emerged between the historian and archivist is thus 
much more than a separation of professional interaction and activity. It is, instead, 
symptomatic of a much deeper divide: between divergent conceptual frameworks 
for understanding and using contemporary and historical documentation; 
between the evolving conceptual frameworks for historical understanding and 
those related to the efficient and practical retention of records; between the ways 
archivists and historians now and in the future will process the past. 

For a time, this growing separation seemed largely the result of the lack of 
common interest: a disconnect of professional circles, in which each group was 
informed by separate associations, separate preparations, separate journals. 
Career paths simply seemed not to cross. Methodological issues associated with 
archival processes were rarely a part of the offerings of history departments; his- 
torians were scarcely interested in the type of education archivists were receiving. 
However, as we have reflected on issues of the use of authority in historical 
understanding and the role of authorities in archival systems, on attention to 
language as a contested historical construction and the importance of rigidity in 
language as an access tool, and on the evaluation of the research potential of 
documentation and the relation of documentation and the importance of docu- 
mentation in organizational information flow, we have come to realize that the 
divide is more than a case of newly separate professional paths. Perhaps to the 
surprise of historians, archival administration has evolved in the digital age into 
a complex discipline based on its own set of practices, principles, and assump- 
tions. At the leading edges of historical thinking, how the past is technologically 
processed by archival professionals who were once their disciplinary colleagues is 
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now virtually incomprehensible. Perhaps to the surprise of archivists, history 
has become a fluid and rapidly changing discipline that has moved beyond the 
categories that conform to standardized descriptive terminologies and needs. At 
the leading edges of archival thinking, there is little use and even less time for 
the needs and complexities of innovative history. The categories of knowledge 
most important to the training of archivists now derive from organizational 
theory, complex systems, information science, communications, and computer 
technology situated in emerging programs in Schools of Information. For archi- 
vists, history has yielded in the post-custodial digital age to the importance of 
bureaucratic behavior and the imperatives of technology. 

The archival divide between historians and archivists is thus a deeply concep- 
tual separation based on different readings of the relation between past and pre- 
sent, on how pasts can and should be literally and figuratively processed. Yet it is 
precisely these expanding conceptual parameters that should give both archivists 
and historians pause. Contestation over the nature of sources, over the complex 
problem of “social memory,” over new historical understandings of culture and 
power, and over the ways even passive archivists are active in the production of 
specific kinds of knowledge are all questions of pressing concern to historians 
and archivists alike. It is therefore possible that attending to these issues, as we 
attempt to do in the following chapters, may also provide some better under- 
standing for each of how the past is now being processed by the other, and hence 
offer at least some possibilities for bridging the divide. 
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The Social Memory Problem 


As we have seen, the turn away from archival authority in history during the “long 
1960s” was propelled in part by a rejection of traditional historical authorities in 
forming an understanding of the past. The possibilities of what encompassed the 
past, and affected historical development, involved quite different questions than 
those traditional archives were organized to answer. New lines of enquiry required 
amore creative sense of what constituted a historical source. In the process, archi- 
val documents became only one set of a variety of authoritative sources that could 
give credence to historical interpretation. Increasing attention to social processes, 
cultural encounters, gender, the formation of social identities, and the various 
neglected forms of power relations moved historians and other scholars beyond 
the capacity of the archives to inform their work in traditionally satisfactory ways. 

Pursuing new kinds of history also involved an explosion of interest in some- 
thing identified as “social memory.” Despite the imprecision of this concept, it 
soon took on the role of validating a variety of new historical descriptions and 
interpretations, a powerful public good whose authority stood in varying degrees 
of opposition to more formal and traditional understandings of the past. By the 
late 1980s, as one historian put it, the postmodern age seemed “obsessed” with 
memory." A whole new “memory industry” was springing up, fixed on the capacity 
of memory to achieve a sensitive and affective relationship to a variety of newly 
discovered pasts.” Several leading scholarly journals devoted whole issues to the 
subject. In Europe the concept itself was recognized as an important new element 
in the history of concepts [begriffgeschichte]. A decade or more later, memory was 
still a leading term in cultural history.’ 

What was increasingly described as social memory was understood as the collec- 
tive formation of individual recollections and identities. Its creation and re-creation 
in a variety of social practices came to validate historical understanding. Together 
with the related concept of “social identity,” social memory also became a way of 
ascribing meaning to the past in ways often unrelated to any representations in 
the archives. Charles Dickens’s introduction to Great Expectations, expresses the 
view succinctly: “I will tell the story not as it actually happened, but as I remember 
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it.” Lived “experience” thus emerged as an authoritative source for historical vali- 
dation, despite the complexities of how it was remembered. The experience of 
alienation from a dominant culture, the experience of changing class and gender 
affiliations, the perceptions formed by personal experience, experience learned 
“first hand” from others—all of these were now being read back into affective 
pasts, making them “usable” in a variety of new ways. 

As “memory work” challenged traditional historical understanding, it engaged 
an understanding of traditional archives as well. Its approach to the past as social 
process and the arguments of some of its new practitioners concerning the valid- 
ity of multiple pasts challenged established archival assumptions of a shared and 
unified past. The archival practices underlying these assumptions also came into 
question. In this broader memory framework, archives themselves became a part 
of the historical problem in the ways they served and reinforced traditional histo- 
riographies and authorities.* Like postmodernism, social memory created its own 
set of “counter authorities.” In the process, the very purpose of historical archives 
past and future became a contested subject, along with their practices of appraisal, 
acquisition, and preservation. Long-held views about the archive as a formal place 
of historical memory also came under challenge. So did the role of archivists 
themselves as its custodians. Upon being sworn in as the ninth Archivist of the 
United States and head of the National Archives and Records Administration 
(NARA) in 2005, Allen Weinstein felt compelled to allude to these challenges by 
reaffirming that “all who work for NARA are [still] the designated custodians of 
America’s national memory.”* 

The social memory problem thus requires attention here in these terms. The 
concept itself needs interrogation if archivists are to understand more fully what 
the historians’ interest in memory has been about, and how it has affected the 
archival aspects of new research. At the same time, historians and others need to 
understand the problems it has raised for archives. 


The Reemergence of Memory 
through “Memory Studies” 


The problem of memory, of course, has never been very far from questions of his- 
torical understanding. When the U.S. National Archives proclaimed on its facade 
that “The Glory and Romance of Our History are Here Preserved,” it spoke directly 
to the subjectivities of nostalgia, remembrance, and commemoration, all ways in 
which memory had long connected history to the archives. The common notion of 
remembering history has long found routine expression in the concepts of histor- 
ical memory and historical consciousness. For nineteenth-century thinkers like 
Hegel and Marx, these notions held power for political reasons: the “tradition of 
dead generations” that weighed for Marx “like a nightmare on the minds of the 
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living” or carried for Hegel the cumulative strivings for freedom.® “Historical 
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memory” designated those elements of the past that were brought to mind only 
through historical exploration, rather than individual recall. 

When social memory displaced traditional notions of historical memory in the 
1970s and 1980s, it did so as a “nonparadigmatic, transdisciplinary, centerless 
enterprise,” as the sociologists Jeffrey Olick and Joyce Robbins have rather criti- 
cally described it.” Social memory became a focal point of discussions about 
identity, multiculturalism, orientalism, and imperial domination. Among post- 
modernists, it was relevant to issues of objectivity, evidence, truth, and narrativ- 
ity, all of which intersect the complex boundaries between mentality and physical 
reality. Sociologists rediscovered Maurice Halbwachs’ 1925 work Les Cadres 
sociaux de la mémoire (Social Frameworks of Memory), and his La Mémoire collec- 
tive.? Scholars in cultural studies, literature, and literary criticism saw social 
memory as an important set of practices by which representations of the past 
could create new sets of contemporary meaning. A revitalized heritage industry, 
meanwhile, moved memory studies forcefully into public spaces. “Je me souviens” 
[I will remember] began to adorn Quebec’s license plates. New commercial inter- 
ests developed around sites like the Gettysburg battlefield and “history themed” 
amusement parks.” As cable television extended its reach, the History Channel 
emerged as one of its most popular (and profitable) ventures. More important, 
the opening of Holocaust museums in Washington, D.C., Berlin, and elsewhere, as 
well as the stunning film productions Shoah and Shindler’s List, forcefully reminded 
visitors and viewers of the moral dimensions of social memory and the imperative 
not to forget." 

All of this complicated the issue of memory for historians and archivists alike, 
particularly around the issue of the authority of the archive. While memory had 
commonly served to amplify historical understanding or raise doubts about the 
accuracy of historical narratives, the whole thrust of scientific scholarship was to 
move away from its distortions and imprecisions. Archives claimed their role as 
places of memory because the authenticity of their documents validated or inval- 
idated the various ways the past was recalled. 

Among historians, the surge of interest in social memory came largely from 
the same places as other new critiques of traditionally authoritative history. 
Prominent again were members of the Annales group such as Philippe Aries, 
whose History of Childhood charted memory and recollection rather than social 
experience; and in European history the work again of E. P. Thompson, who set 
out to “rescue the poor stockinger, the Luddite cropper, the ‘obsolete’ hand-loom 
weaver,’ and other socially marginal groups from the “enormous condescension of 
posterity.” Both within and outside academic communities, Thompson brought 
wide attention to the varieties of lived experience that were obscured or lost in 
traditional archival collections and in the ways they were described. 

New work in this area had a particular impact because authoritative history 
and authoritative archives were still largely about formal institutions of power, as 
we have seen. Archival historians largely focused on the historical concepts and 
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structures that underlay archival description. This encouraged the histories of 
“winners” and “losers,” and the corresponding roles of rising and falling institu- 
tions and the sources of their fate. Imaginative approaches were needed to docu- 
ment the stories of those whose place in history did not warrant archival attention. 

This was especially the case in repressive societies with highly developed archi- 
val systems like the Soviet Union, the largest employer of professional archivists 
in the world. The new prominence of social history in Western Europe and the 
United States was paralleled here by a new clandestine memory history, circu- 
lated as samizdat. The Russian word signified materials that were typed and 
“self-published” in carbon copies or by mimeograph, but the idea of samizdat also 
empowered the veracity of individual and collective memories themselves in 
countering the hegemonic narrative of triumphal Soviet progress. 

A seminal event here was the publication of Let History Judge in 1971 by the 
dissident Russian historian Roy Medvedev. In more than 500 detailed pages, 
Medvedev managed to explore the origins and consequences of Stalinism largely 
through the complex and painful memories of hundreds of its victims, whose 
secret letters, diaries, and personal stories had somehow made their way into his 
study. Smuggled out of the Soviet Union and soon translated into every major 
language, Let History Judge held readers in thrall not only because of the richness 
and poignancy of its memory material but also the ways in which the lived his- 
tories Medvedev depicted stood in such stark odds with virtually the entire body 
of published Soviet history. In a society where it was literally quite dangerous to 
remember, Medvedev, in effect, presented memory as an alternative and far more 
credible form of truth telling. His work also testified to the ways in which the 
social memory of lived experience could capture and deploy alternative (and 
hence multiple) pasts, whether recently lived or recreated in some way for more 
distant events and experiences. 

For a broad American public, these concerns were strengthened with the 
appearance in 1976 of Alex Haley’s Roots, a controversial look at black Americans’ 
African heritage. For scholars, they gained new analytical sophistication with the 
publication of work by Eric Hobsbawm and others on the “invention of tradition” 
and especially with Benedict Anderson’s masterful Imagined Communities in 
1983." Thereafter, the connections between social memory and collective iden- 
tity developed along several complementary trajectories. In the identity-conscious 
United States but elsewhere as well, particularly in former colonial areas, this 
linkage quickly became a foundational element of new understandings of race and 
ethnicity. In Western Europe it underlay new struggles over the fraught questions 
of social responsibility for the Holocaust, as well as new explorations into the role 
of the Vichy government and other collaborationist regimes. By the late 1980s in 
Mikhail Gorbachev’s rapidly changing Soviet Union, invented traditions and 
collectively remembered pasts became a key element in the breakup of the world’s 
second most powerful state. Everywhere in the region, social groups began to 
make claims based on identities shaped by the memory of common historical 
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experience, however doubtful the possibilities that these rediscovered pasts were 
actually experienced in common or uniform ways, and however distant their evi- 
dence was from any archival holding. 

What, then, is social memory? How should we understand this overworked 
and often clichéd concept? How, indeed, can we recover any memories outside of 
the experience of those who actually remembered? If social memory exists as 
more than an analytical concept, where and how can we see it as having authority 
in processing the past? And central to our purpose here, how in particular did the 
emergence of an “obsession” with memory in the 1980s and 1990s affect archival 
practices and authorities and find reflection in the archival divide? 


Individual and Social Memory in the 
Creation of “Usable” Pasts 


Answers to these questions are rooted in the complex relationship between indi- 
vidual memory and the very different nature of “collective” remembering, which 
means in the simplest terms how social groups represent themselves and their 
pasts. Individual memory is, of course, about the physiology and neurology of the 
brain, the subject of a voluminous literature. Most of this focuses on the physi- 
ology of brain recall and the central role memory plays in structuring thought and 
behavior. These are important to historians and archivists insofar as they touch 
on the differences between active and passive recall, the effects on memory of 
physical or emotional trauma, and the layered nature of active and suppressed 
consciousness. Each of these areas of enquiry has helped historians understand 
and explain why and how individuals act as they do. 

We also know from the physiological literature that individual memory works 
by assembling various bits of information stored in different parts of the brain. 
These are produced by learning and experience, and are constantly recalled as 
memory in ways that make the past constantly relevant to the present.’® This 
rather simple notion has interesting historical implications concerning the acces- 
sibility of the past, and hence about the reality of lived experience. It also raises 
basic questions about how individual memories link information together, which 
is to say, about time and narration. Since these are also principal points of linkage 
between individuals and their social milieus, they also frame the relationships 
between individuals and the practices of “social remembering.””’ 

While time, experience, and narration are common concepts, they are also 
more complex and problematic in terms of the way individuals and societies 
process their pasts than everyday usage might suggest. Time is the trickiest. Indi- 
viduals are constantly aware of its passage, but in ways that reinforce cultural 
notions of cyclical or lineal change. Individual memory “proves” that the past really 
existed in lineal or cyclical relation to the present in ways that are both irrefutable 
and, if one forgets, unprovable without some external reference. As Michael 
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Lambek has pointed out, to remember is never solely to report on the past (much 
less to report the past). It functions as a way of establishing one’s relationship to 
the past, to access in pragmatic as well as moral ways what past experience can 
“teach.” Individual remembering authenticates these social positions because 
memory insists what one remembers about the past was real." 

Experience therefore frames an individual’s relation to the past by turning it 
into history. What individuals retrieve are representations mediated by the con- 
cepts and processes that give them narrative form and historical meaning. Expe- 
rience is therefore an extremely difficult area of historical enquiry. The popular 
tendency to essentialize it as the rock-bottom foundation of historical reality 
largely ignores the role of narrative as a mediating practice, and indeed, the ways 
all experience gains means through narrative expression as the subjectivities of 
experience are objectivized into a describable story of some sort.’* As Iuri Lotman 
put it, the event itself may seem to those who lived through it as something “dis- 
organized, chaotic, or without any broader meaning or historical logic. But when 
an event is told and retold through language, it inevitably acquires a structural 
unity.””° In other words, by ordering experience into narrative, individuals remem- 
ber “their” history. Memory narratives make lived history capable of being told, 
understood, documented, repeated, and hence available for a variety of uses. 

The problems of memory that are associated with trauma also engage problems 
of telling and documenting the past. Comprehensive narratives have to be found 
(or “uncovered”) to give traumatic experiences comprehensible meaning and 
allow them to be told. Traumatic events are precisely those rare episodes that are 
distinguishable by their location outside the ordinary realms of discourse. Those 
who experience them are often literally struck dumb. They cannot integrate their 
experiences into any comprehensible narrative, at least not without substantial 
therapeutic help.” When narratives are accessed or created to situate these kinds 
of experiences into meaningful stories, they tend to be particularly powerful ones. 
The experiences they reflect often constitute elemental turning points in indi- 
vidual life histories. 

In rare instances, one can also use trauma fruitfully to reference collective 
experiences whose meaning is also not easily understood or rendered into narrative. 
Much of the literature about trauma in this sense refers to the Jewish Holocaust, 
whose comprehension and meaning may always remain difficult to grasp. Cer- 
tainly the effects of this horrific trauma are still being played out in the histories 
of contemporary Europe and the Middle Fast.” In a similar way, the traumatic 
events of September 11 were initially both unimaginable and indescribable in 
these terms as well. It was only after they were spun out as an attack on America 
and the “Pearl Harbor of the war against terrorism” that they became broadly 
comprehensible. Narrating the events of 9/11 into the real and imagined mean- 
ings of America’s entry into its “last great war against tyranny” was the form 
through which the dismembered incoherencies of this awful moment were histor- 


ically put together, or in Lara Moore’s felicitous phrase, “re-membered.”** 
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It was also the process through which the events of 9/11 could be used to 
reproduce and strengthen the traditional authorities of the American historical 
past. Remembering Pearl Harbor as a way of understanding 9/11 not only framed 
the ways in which this event entered the American national narrative but also 
constituted hierarchies of comparative historical importance. In contrast to the 
ways the first attack on the World Trade Center in 1994 was processed as a crim- 
inal event, and whose documents were relegated to routine police and court 
archives, those pertaining to 9/11 acquired the importance of primary historical 
artifacts. Some thought they required their own distinct archive. 

Here one can begin to see an important point of linkage between individual 
memories and something we can usefully call social or collective memory, how- 
ever unreflectively this term is commonly used. Maurice Halbwachs suggested 
many years ago that individual memory is not really possible outside the frame- 
works used by people living in society to determine and retrieve their recollec- 
tions. In his view, individuals require social interactions to give meaning to their 
memories. They therefore recall, recognize, and localize their memories in social 
contexts.” These views have drawn extensive criticism, but one can agree with 
Halbwachs and others that individual memory is also a social practice insofar as 
the knowledge it creates is refracted through social discourses and institutions.” 
Since the complex set of subjectivities that individuals feel when living through a 
particular event are essentially impressionistic (i.e., prediscursive), coherent nar- 
ratives about them only emerge through interactions with the discourses, individ- 
uals, and institutions that surround them. These interactions also give them 
meaning in both individual and social terms by setting them in established logics, 
understandings, and value systems. 

Although there is substantial disagreement among historians, archivists, and 
others about the nature and conceptual value of social memory, not to say its 
meaning, the concept can be quite useful analytically. This is especially so when it 
is used in careful ways to describe common understandings about the past that 
are formed when shared narratives, institutions, and broader sociocultural prac- 
tices define and give meaning to what members of the group recognize as consti- 
tutive experiences. 

As Derrida has explored in Archive Fever, making the past usable in this way has 
much to do with the complex ways in which individuals feel the need to “know” or 
“uncover” their pasts as a way of defining their presents. Derrida’s fever is the 
drive to understand one’s origins and “roots,” and to situate oneself and one’s 
community in ways that create a necessary sense (ego) of who one is and is not, 
which is to say one’s individual and social identities.” “Know” and “uncover” 
require quotation marks here, however, to signify that what is known and uncov- 
ered is not necessarily an accurate reflection of the past, however much it comes 
to be represented in these terms. The historical authority of memory relies on a 
powerful set of subjective understandings that exist independently of scholarly 
analysis or archival verification. “Shared” pasts of this sort take on their own 
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moral, social, cultural, and even political complexions in ways that carry the 
weight of contemporary political and cultural struggles. They then serve as evi- 
dence of how history has determined or denied the ways things should have been, 
should be, or should become in the future. 


Social Memory, Social Identity, and 
the Ascription of Historical Meaning 


The relationship between history and memory, between how written history 
remembers or forgets, has been a central question in the expansive literature on 
history and memory. As Francis Yates and Jacques LeGoff developed the history 
of social memory, drawing on the work of the British anthropologist Jack Goody 
and others, the role of memory as history developed in five distinct stages: from 
its key position in societies without writing, to some reduction in its role with the 
rise of memory writing and a medieval equilibrium between the oral and the 
written, to its extensive devaluation after the printing press displaced it from a 
moralizing oral discourse to the moral neutrality of new scientific knowledge. This 
later stage reached a point of fulfillment during the Enlightenment with the pub- 
lications of the French Encyclopédie. In LeGoff’s interpretation, it was only with 
the French revolution that the importance of memory was reasserted in France 
and elsewhere in Europe, since this cataclysm demanded a legitimizing explana- 
tion in moral terms. The subsequent overflowing of memory in the ways societies 
constituted themselves drew fundamentally from their need to justify and legiti- 
mize their institutions and power in the moralities of social welfare and virtue. 
The truth of the past lay in the moralizing and legitimizing connections that its 
memory and commemoration made to the values and institutions of the present, 
in contrast to the ways “scientific” history drew its authority from an objectively 
verifiable understanding of “truth.””” 

Whether historians can actually be objective is another matter. (It is also, of 
course, the subject of a large literature in its own right.) Obviously, even the most 
morally neutral historians make choices about what is worthy of study and ascribe 
meaning to the past by connoting through emphasizing or omitting what they 
think needs to be known. Verification can also inscribe particular values of right 
and wrong, as for example in the case of histories of religion that show how faith- 
based institutions derive from particular historical and social circumstances. 
Most good historians would agree with Paul Ricoeur that history cannot, in fact, 
be objective in the ways many would like, and even at its most scientific is inher- 
ently inexact, like memory. Both practices can only reconstruct the past through 
narrative structures that make it comprehensible.” 

For many engaged in this discussion, however, the problem is not the inexact- 
ness of history or memory. It is the ways objectivizing history is destructive to the 
needs of societies to preserve and strengthen their faiths and identities. Yosef 
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Yerushalmi set the discussion most sharply in these terms in his 1982 volume 
Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory, where he contrasted the sacred roles of 
collective Jewish memory with the desacralizing effects of a secular modern Jew- 
ish historiography. At stake was not the accuracy of Jewish historiography but the 
spiritual integrity of Jewish history itself. The Hebrew word zakhor (remember) in 
Yerushalmi’s title was itself an injunction of Jewish religious and cultural tradi- 
tion: to prevent the destruction of a people long bound together by memory’s 
“mystic chords,” as Abraham Lincoln described it in his first inaugural address, 
and whose identity was now inextricably linked to an endangered political state. 
For Jews especially, history of the sort Yerushalmi himself was practicing in Zak- 
hor desacralized a chosen people, not to mention the role of God in determining 
their fate.” 

The threat to Jewish cultural and political identity posed by secular historiog- 
raphy signals the ways in which the ascription of meaning into history reflects a 
tension about morality for historians that is commonly a core element of the sym- 
bolic and narrative structures of social memory. When Yerushalmi, Jacques 
LeGoff, Pierre Nora, and others worry about history usurping the function of 
memory, they have in mind the ways serious historical scholarship attempts to 
approach the past with a dispassion and objectivity that tries to avoid moraliza- 
tion. Good historians recognize that their task is both descriptive and interpre- 
tive, and that interpretation and analysis will always stir discussion and 
controversy. They are also aware, as Michel de Certeau has argued, that the credi- 
bility of their narratives is partly the reflection of their skills as writers, that their 
narratives themselves process and synthesize the complex past “realities” they 
reflect, obscuring in its very writing the analytic and narrative practices which 
create it. At the same time, even the most careful of historians cannot avoid 
approaching the past from a value-laden present. Historical analysis necessarily 
reflects a way of thinking, a means of processing the past that implicitly inscribes 
judgments. For good historians, this requires a self-conscious effort not to read 
the past back through contemporary value systems. The intellectual struggle for 
historians is to allow whatever moral lessons the past might offer to flow directly 
from its objective rendering, not from his or her own convictions. 

The common notion that history is itself a kind of social memory is thus a mis- 
nomer. Historical writing might contribute strongly to a shared or collective 
understanding of the past; and court historians of various kinds sometimes with 
privileged access to restricted documents, are constantly at work to reinforce par- 
ticular historical views. Not surprisingly, what academic historians sometimes 
scorn as “popular” histories, books like Tom Brokaw’s The Greatest Generation for 
example, are also eagerly read by those who prefer historians to reinforce their 
own memories and values, strengthening their feelings of social identification 
and affiliation.” Popular history engages, as well as creates, social memory 
because it conforms to well-established and widely memorialized social and cul- 
tural narratives, which is largely what makes it popular. 
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Critical history, however, stirs discussion and debate not only about historical 
actualities but about their meaning. Few areas have been more rife with argu- 
ment, for example, than investigations into everyday Stalinism and Nazism, even 
though few would accuse the participants in these contentious debates of being 
disinterested in getting these histories right. The idea that Stalinism might have 
had any grounding in social opportunities, cultural predilections, individual striv- 
ings, or popular support is as jarring to many contemporary sensibilities as the 
argument that Hitler ruled a country of willing executioners.” In contrast to the 
dominant narratives of social memory, which almost always are cast in one way or 
the other to ascribe meaning in morally positive terms, one can hardly describe 
the scholarship or its authors here of being moral or immoral. Serious historians 
may ascribe meanings to their material that serve a moral purpose and may hope 
to cultivate in individual readers an understanding, say, of good and evil, or of 
complexity, nuance, doubt, ambition, or indifference—a range of matters that 
their readers might regard in morally judgmental terms. Still these historical 
explorations can prove a challenge to the valorized narratives of social memory 
rather than a source of confirmation or reproduction. 

A serious biography of “Bomber Harris,” for example, the leader of the allied 
firebombing of Dresden and other German cities, whose heroic statue stands in 
the heart of London, can reveal the level of wartime indifference to the despera- 
tion of noncombatants, rather than strengthen notices of courage and sacrifice. 
The deaths of Native Americans at Wounded Knee can emerge as an intended 
consequence of American “manifest destiny.” A careful exploration of the “rape of 
Nanking” can startle social memories of several societies out of varied degrees of 
amnesia.” And an effort to represent the aircraft Enola Gay as a symbol of horrific 
devastation, as well as American heroism, in the “right and proper” atomic 
bombing of Japan can jolt a broad-based sense of social rectitude. Since the var- 
ious practices of collective or social remembering typically serve to legitimize and 
strengthen sociocultural and political orders, serious history at odds with broader 
memory narratives is often read in a facile way as subversive, especially (but not 
only) in more authoritarian orders. 


Social Memory and Social Identity 


These problems are particularly acute as they pertain to “identity narratives”: 
those practices of social memory that serve to give particular kinds of meaning to 
one’s affiliation with a larger group and the representations of its past. As the 
connections between identity and memory necessarily tie individuals to larger 
groups, they also structure the relationships between different groups themselves. 
Who and what a social group has become, how it developed historically, and why, 
is learned in large part through the representations of collective memory that 
ascribe its character in historical terms. In this way, social memory also legitimizes 
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individual and collective claims for recognition. In their telling and retelling, its 
practices and representations affirm broader notions of self and collective realiza- 
tion. What is affirmed as the true history of the social collective becomes by neces- 
sity a foundational element of its identity, just as individual memory serves to 
constitute and define the self. Indeed, as Hobsbawm, Anderson, and others began 
to clarify the dimensions of invented or imagined communities in the 1970s and 
1980s, the links between social memory and social claims also became increas- 
ingly clear. Jonathan Boyarin has gone so far as to suggest that social identity and 
collective memory are virtually the same concept, since the “life” of a collective, 
like its “memory,” are both anthropomorphic metaphors of an organic collective 
“self.”33 In any case, collective representations of historical myths and realities are 
clearly constitutive elements of the politics of identity, as Hobsbawm and others 
have pointed out. Historical narratives that construct collectively remembered 
pasts are key elements in all collective political representations. They allow a “uni- 
tary” past to be usefully deployed for a variety of presentist claims.** 

Here, too, is the latent historical power of identity politics, whose full-blown 
emergence in the 1970s and 1980s further marked the transition away from tra- 
ditional understandings of historical authority, and hence the authorities archi- 
vists traditionally used to construct hierarchies of meanings for the documents in 
their collections. As social memory constructed new notions of likeness, it also 
created demands for loyalty and allegiance, and from the archives, usable evi- 
dence. The more strongly collective identities could be rooted in the archived 
memory of historical “truths,” the stronger the collective’s demand for allegiance 
and its collective claims for entitlement, whether among the subjugated national- 
ities in the collapsing states of Eastern Europe, disadvantaged ethnic or racial 
groups, or those marginalized and discriminated against elsewhere on the basis of 
skin color, religion, language, or sexual orientation. In these cases the archives 
played a supporting role since they were but one possible source of evidence or 
validation. However, the absence of archival evidence could be as powerful a veri- 
fication as the presence of some sort of record. The affirmative struggle for rights 
engaged not only what a group needed to remember but what those opposing its 
claims had socially and archivally “forgotten.” 


Commemoration and Social Amnesia 


How societies “forget” is also closely linked to the means collectives use to assure 
particular aspects of the past are properly remembered. The creation and internal- 
ization of dominant narratives is the most obvious and pervasive of these 
methods, but ceremonies, monuments, celebrations, and other semiotic practices 
also produce and reproduce social memory, sometimes in ways more subtle, and 
hence more powerful, than formal narratives.* Particular “places of memory,” as 
Pierre Nora has termed them, create social identifications based on quite selective 
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understandings of the past. Unlike narratives, they rarely acknowledge even the 
possibility of alternative understandings, much less ones at variance with inter- 
pretations held by those maintaining the site. Cemeteries, pageants, capitols, 
monuments, even empty battlefields act to create individual linkages to particular 
pasts in ways that often brook no argument. The specific power of particular 
places of memory relates in large measure to the ways one’s experience with them 
helps shape or reshape one’s own memories into experiences compatible with 
those “remembered” by societies as a whole. What is not commemorated is thus 
socially “forgotten.” What is deliberately or inadvertently neglected in the repre- 
sentations that constitute social memory can thus “change” the past as forcefully 
as what is collectively “remembered.” Like Halbwachs, Nora has been a seminal 
thinker about these issues. His “Places of Memory” project was both literally and 
figuratively monumental: an effort to locate the specific places in which the 
meaning of the French past was symbolically inscribed and to chart in this way 
the meanings of the present and the trajectories of the future. It was thus specif- 
ically about the French nation, an organic collectivity not only with the capacity 
to remember but whose very constitution depended on what was remembered 
and why. 

Nora’s own term is “memory nation.” His Les Lieux de la mémoire sought 
to identify the monument and artifacts in which the nation was embedded, 
including places like the monumental Archives Nationales, and whose preserva- 
tion was consequently urgent to its future. On one hand, Nora’s massive project 
was intended to give memory itself a history in France: to chart the ways 
memory practices had initially grounded La République and subsequently 
worked to consolidate and preserve La Nation. Here he worked as a cultural 
historian fully within the scholarly traditions that he also recognized were 
working against the important historical role that he believed memory prac- 
tices played in France. On the other hand, as a public intellectual, Nora also 
strove to preserve the memory culture that constituted the essence of being 
French and which formal history undermined. “History is perpetually suspi- 
cious of memory,” he wrote, “and its true mission is to suppress and destroy 
it.”°’ The processes of modernization pointed to a “permanent secularization” 
of society, La France replaced by Les France, fragmented and without a common 
sense of itself and its past. 

Strikingly, the fundamental problem with history was its objectivized relation 
to sources: 


Modern memory is, above all, archival. It relies entirely on the materi- 
ality of the trace, the immediacy of the recording, the visibility of the 
image. What began as writing ends up as high fidelity and tape recording. 
The less memory is experienced from the inside the more it exists only 
through its external scaffolding and outward signs—hence the obsession 
with the archive that marks our age.” 
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In contrast to archival “memory” and scholarship, Nora counterpoised the 
importance for “La France’—its very Frenchness—of the subjectivities of 
“re-experiencing” what the quintessential sites of French national patrimony 
reflected. In his view, France has “no reality but a memorial one,” since France 
existed as a nation only if collective memory validated its claims. In a well known 
aphorism, Nora insisted that memory was of vital importance to France precisely 
because there was so little of it left. The predations of modernity reflected in 
archival memory jeopardized France’s national cohesion and its future: 


Have we not sufficiently regretted and deployed the loss or destruction, 
by our predecessors, of potentially informative sources to avoid opening 
ourselves to the same reproach from our successors? Memory has been 
wholly absorbed by its meticulous reconstitution. Its new vocation is to 
record; delegating to the archive the responsibility of remembering, it 
sheds its signs upon depositing them there as a snake sheds its skin.” 


As Nora himself demonstrated, the role of commemorations in creating 
socially cohesive nations was formally recognized in the French constitution as 
long ago as 1791. It decreed that national celebrations would be established to 
preserve the revolution’s “memory.” In the United States, an official day of com- 
memoration was first established shortly after the Civil War and named Memo- 
rial Day in 1882. By the end of the nineteenth century, commemorative practices 
were an important component of modern state building everywhere, in addi- 
tion to the role that they played in sustaining religious and other basic social 
practices. 

Still, the widespread effort to memorialize and commemorate “shared” events 
of the past as a deliberate way of creating and sustaining social and cultural unity 
is a relatively recent extension of these practices, engendered particularly by the 
enormous social traumas created by the First World War.” And here, unlike reli- 
gious commemorations, there is an obvious and some would say banal nostalgia 
in the ways memory creates particular kinds of communities linked by presump- 
tively shared experience. 

Commemoration and memorialization in this sense is almost always an effort 
to keep memory “alive” by emplotting the past in a romantic mode, to use Hayden 
White’s typology, where virtue triumphs over evil, all deaths need to be respected 
and remembered, and shared experience suppresses individual divergence.“ With 
rare exceptions like the Vietnam War Memorial in Washington, they resolve 
ambiguity into unifying reverence and belief.“ They also contextualize socially 
what David Lowenthal has nicely termed the “heritage industry”: that astounding 
profusion of nostalgia-creating commodities, businesses, and practices that 
produce and reproduce a remembered past through the commercialization of 
artifacts and places, and especially in the United States, by “reenacting” past 
experiences like the Civil War.” 
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So-called historical films are also quite important here, since photography 
seems to recreate the past in all of its stunning detail. As Jay Winter has discussed 
in Sites of Memory, the 1919 Abel Gance film J’Accuse summoned up the war’s 
dead to return home and see if their sacrifice had been in vain. Steven Spielberg’s 
Saving Private Ryan makes a similar point, if somewhat more subtly. In these and 
other ways, the products of this very successful memory industry both create and 
respond to these desires to connect with the past by creating and ascribing very 
particular kinds of historical meaning. 

If social remembering is thus fraught with epistemological, as well as moral 
issues, so is social amnesia. If memory can be constituted through identity pol- 
itics as a moral practice that empowers political, cultural, and social action, as 
Michael Lambek and others have proposed, resistance to remembering is an 
equally powerful determinant of its moral, political, and social uses, especially 
if this resistance is abetted by the archives.“ Some cultural anthropologists see 
collective forgetting as a pivotal stage in what they have identified as an eth- 
nography of memory, in which closed archives and other aspects of collective 
forgetting constitute an essential part of social efforts to valorize the past in 
order to make it usable. In ethnographic terms, social constitution is facilitated 
by the ways in which the pasts of others become a reality for those who did not 
actually have comparable experiences. “Forgetting” works nicely here, since 
individual memories offer no countervailing evidence and none is available in 
the archives.* 

Social amnesia in this sense can be politically benign, since its function is 
social cohesion rather than claims making or other forms of political action. By 
mis-remembering the past, mild forms of social forgetting can also serve as the 
basis for nostalgic complaints about the present. Far more problematic, how- 
ever, are collective reconstitutions of the past that deliberately and aggressively 
“forget” and destroy countervailing evidence. Quite typically, this involves clas- 
sifying victims as enemies in order for social memory practices to do their legit- 
imizing work. What might be called the “enemy syndrome” in social memory was 
brutally clear in the 1990s Balkan wars, when politically inspired ethnic cleansing 
found its social and cultural legitimization in the allegedly remembered abuses 
and conflicts of the past, and where contrary documentation was deliberately 
destroyed.*® 

Less radical if at times no less murderous examples can be found in most other 
societies and cultures where social memories invent the identities and traditions 
of particular nationhoods: the positioning of Native Americans as “Indians” and 
“savages”; the pervasive European demonization of Jews and Turks; Japanese 
attitudes toward Koreans and Chinese; and in the Soviet Union, the representations 
and fates of kulaks, “bourgeois” classes, and other “enemies of the people.” Among 
their other awful consequences, the public denunciations of the 1930s gave pow- 
erful support to changing the past by reconstituting lived relationships into nec- 
essarily antagonistic social conflicts, even between children and their parents.“ 
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Social Memory and the Archive 


As individual “telling” becomes the social “told,” and particular lived (or “histor- 
ical”) experiences are written large, the subjects of individual memory become, in 
effect, social objects. They acquire categorical meaning and hence are expected to 
be historical authority for the archives as recognized elements of important pasts. 
Whether these subjects are represented in established archival institutions or 
not, there is an expectation and a yearning for an archive as a way to validate 
“shared” history. 

In simplest terms one can say that social memory has thus become centrally 
important to contemporary archives and the ways that they assemble and present 
their holdings. Archival practices obviously vary by institution but in general 
there is a greater sense of multiple pasts as collections are defined and identified. 
In these processes the categories that emerge can reflect the needs of identity, 
victimization, triumph, heroism and defeat, as well as political strategy. However, 
what is “remembered” or “forgotten” in society at large may have little connection 
to what is archivally accessed and described, especially in those archives whose 
documentation reflections dominant institutions of power.* The diaries and sim- 
ilar memory materials found in newly opened archives of the former Soviet Union 
did not “find themselves” in these repositories but were uncovered by scholars 
seeking them for reasons other than those that led to their preservation. 

American historians have had similar experiences in discovering material on 
Native Americans, collected and preserved by the Bureau of Indian Affairs because 
of the importance attributed to military operations or the administration of reser- 
vations. In terms of the role of archives in this process, the question of the purposes 
of preservation, as well as the ways documents are arranged and described, has to 
be distinguished from the simple fact of preservation itself. Archival practices affect 
memory projects through the use of prevailing authorities that determine whether 
and how materials will be acquired. Here, the needs or tasks of social memory may 
be subordinated in fixed descriptive systems that come to have little value as con- 
textualities shift. In many Soviet archives, for example, “enemies of the people” was 
an authoritative category of document classification. In other repositories, so were 
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(and are) “heretics,” “subversives,” “counterrevolutionaries,” and more recently, one 
suspects, “terrorist organizations.” 

Social memory also affects “amnesia” in the archives. In its more benign forms, 
this might be seen as something analogous to amnesia in individuals: as a way 
social bodies may struggle to adjust to experiences too horribly jarring to gain 
meaning, and hence incapable of being rendered into familiar social narratives. 
Amnesia in these circumstances might be thought of a sociopsychological adapta- 
tion that allows the societies to cope, just as individual amnesia sometimes allows 
individuals to escape the devastating and debilitating consequences of trauma. 


Again, however, the role of the archives in processing the materials of social 
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trauma directly affects how the processes of adaptation might work. In the case of 
German concentration camp documents, one argument defending their conceal- 
ment for more than fifty years was that German society was simply not ready to 
process the implications of what they revealed. 

In somewhat different ways, social amnesia in the archives can also resemble 
the processes by which individuals “un-remember” the agonies, fears, and tor- 
ments of traumatic moments in favor of sanitized heroics. Un-remembering in 
this sense is different from amnesia, since what is experienced is not actually 
forgotten or incapable of being told but displaced onto other more acceptable nar- 
ratives. Among combat veterans, cowardly feelings often turn into manly engage- 
ment. Handsome military photographs sanitize the soiled clothing of real war 
experience.” In societies like the United States, this form of social amnesia has 
served very well to preserve notions of racial difference and formal institutions of 
discrimination. Collective memory of lynchings, for example, is denied its moral 
ground. The elements of carnival mask individual or social conflict for those who 
might feel disturbed by participating or even observing its brutal horrors, while 
those identified with the victim mask the real agony of their experience in favor 
of social survival. 

The role of Soviet and other archives in the processes of social amnesia also 
suggests how collective social representations and their archival categories are 
also linked to actual tasks of governance. It is not too much to argue that in the 
Soviet Union, collective un-remembering constituted a key element in the tech- 
nologies of communist rule. Almost from the moment the Bolsheviks took power, 
individual memories were socially dangerous. They became universally so with the 
consolidation of Stalinist power in the late 1920s. In Louisa Passerini’s phrase, 
Soviet society was “forced into amnesia,” since Stalinist claims to legitimacy 
depended fundamentally on individuals un-remembering what really was in favor 
of what should have been and, especially, the radiant future that official historical 
narratives indicated in their logic and substance was about to be. The past could 
only structure and legitimize the future insofar as the official constructs of Soviet 
social memory, if not universally internalized, were quiescently accepted. Enor- 
mous institutional resources and vast amounts of energy were devoted to this 
effort. In the process, Stalinist social memory literally turned individual remem- 
bering, for many, into a crime, especially if someone dared to bring archival evi- 
dence to bear.” 

In its various practices, social memory is thus not some magically constructed 
body of ideas or images, but a sociocultural artifact in and of itself, an imagined 
“reality” of the past that is socially and culturally articulated and maintained.” As 
such, the case has been made that its elements are archivable and should be 
archived, along with other socially important materials. Since social memory is, at 
best, the product only of imperfectly recorded pasts, however, and reflects the 
ways social collectives assume (or are given) anthropomorphic qualities in the 
ways they are represented, its essential qualities are not archivally verifiable. 
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Aside from individual feelings of attachment or social affiliation, social memory 
obviously has no physiological constitution. It involves the construction of shared 
memory artifacts through prescriptive practices that link in Bakhtinian terms the 
internally persuasive with the socially authoritative.” 

But can these authorities possibly serve to guide archival practices? As an 
organic metaphor, social memory projects on individuals and collectives a uni- 
fying and authoritative set of sociohistorical meanings. In doing so, it validates 
and legitimizes the social structures and institutions that reflect and articulate its 
meanings. Archives can be central to this validation if the processes of acquisition 
and representation of holdings authenticate in some way the dominant tropes of 
memory narratives. 

This has occurred, for example, with long-established archives like those of the 
Soviet Union, as well as very recently organized repositories like the ANC archives 
in South Africa, created in part to assure the new South African state could 
remember its own legitimizing past.** In these and other cases, it can be extremely 
difficult for individual memories to compete openly with those that have been 
fixed literally and symbolically in the archives. If individual testimony written 
large in the archives shapes collective meaning and understanding, collective 
meaning written small without archival “verification” requires individuals to 
“know” what their experiences “meant.” Historical truth through collective 
memory, whether individual or collective and whether archivally grounded or not, 
is therefore founded on belief, on feeling, and (not least) on the act itself of 
belonging. For individuals to insist that their remembered pasts refract a reality 
different from what the collective memory has archivally constructed as true not 
only undermines the collective itself but further isolates distrusting individuals 
psychologically, socially, and often politically, sometimes with grave consequences. 

Indeed, especially in authoritarian societies and regimes but in more open so- 
cieties as well, this conflict means that competing recollections are often repressed, 
but not simply to protect the regime. Individuals cannot easily navigate their own 
social institutions and systems if their memories of “what really happened” are 
fundamentally at odds with established social beliefs that the archives seem to 
verify.” Yet actually verifying social memory in the archives is inherently prob- 
lematic. The “shared” experiences of invented traditions constitute core elements 
of social memory practices whether or not they are true. “History” is mobilized in 
social memory archives for presentist objectives and scholarship that is politically 
sensitive. 

The “truths” of social memory thus carry heavy archival freight. They can influ- 
ence social and historical authorities in ways that are often at odds with estab- 
lished hierarchies of archival description, contesting how archives have processed 
their documentation. If the representations of collective memory tap a usable 
past and are then uncovered in existing documentation in the archives, those rep- 
resentations may well be one that is historically suspect based on other points 
of view. At the same time, socially remembered identities that reinforce the 
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authorities used in acquisition and description of archival materials can be readily 
forgotten if they do not gain a firm foothold in these archival processes. It is in 
this way that the archives has agency in assisting individuals and groups in forget- 
ting as well as remembering. 

In contrast to the ways that individuals forget, however, the process of “forget- 
ting” in the archive is obviously not something that occurs because of a memory 
lapse. Archives have no senior moments. They do have procedures that restrict 
access that in the worst cases can be designed to obscure aspects of the past or 
conceal them indirectly.” Remarkably detailed material on the horrors of Nazi 
concentration camps for example, were “forgotten” in the postwar German 
archives by being long kept from public view in an effort to mediate postwar social 
conflict and facilitate reconstruction. 

A closely related issue, consequently, is how representations of social mem- 
ories themselves can be affected by archival access. As an old (and clandestine) 
Soviet joke used to express it, the problem with the past in this social sense is that 
it is always so unpredictable. The role of archives in these aspects of the social 
memory problem are among the most difficult to untangle because memory itself 
is such a powerful claim to truth. For the historian and archivist both, confront- 
ing social amnesia itself enjoins broad issues of social identity and political legiti- 
macy, as well as more basic issues of historical evidence and meaning. 

Here is an additional component of the social memory problem for archives 
and archivists: their relation to the formation of dominant myths and collective 
understandings as they are being created and publicly signified. All archives exist 
to support the needs of those who create them, whether these needs are public or 
private. At the same time, however, despite the dependency this creates in terms 
of funding and other kinds of material support, the relationship does not dis- 
charge the archivist from the responsibility of making significant decisions on 
these matters. Even in authoritarian societies, the processes of appraisal and 
acquisition necessarily leave a significant degree of discretion in the archivists 
hands. Materials of all sorts can still be gathered, catalogued, given restricted 
access, squirreled away, or even destroyed unless there are specific instructions to 
the contrary. The documents of political dissidents or opposition movements 
might be sought initially for reasons of surveillance, but decisions about their 
subsequent preservation will necessarily engage the possibility of alternative nar- 
ratives eventually being told. In more democratic regimes, where state archives 
also formally serve a loosely defined public interest, archivists face an even 
sharper question: whether the public is best served by assuring the possibility 
through multiple archives of multiple understandings in competition with those 
of the state. 

Here, too, is where the close linkages between social memory and the politics 
of identity become so problematic for the archive, especially historical reposi- 
tories that purport to have a broader, less self-interested political role. Archives 
can be formed and developed for reasons that have little or nothing to do with the 
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uses and forms of social memory. How documentary or other collections are com- 
piled must obviously be separated from how they come to be read and by whom. 
While historians have been enjoined to “stand aside from the passions of identity 
politics, even if [they] feel them also,” so as to preserve as fully as possible the 
objectivity serious historical scholarship requires, good historians can also under- 
stand better than others the historically reductive nature of national or ethnic 
myths or the mobilizing role of mythmaking itself, even in the midst of conflicts 
over social, ethnic, or national identity.” 

The new historical paradigms on matters like race, ethnicity, gender, and 
empire, for example, that emerged as historians turned away from traditional 
notions of authority in history implicitly contested these reductions and did so 
quite explicitly when good historians wove their own archival evidence into per- 
suasive alternative stories. Unfortunately, even the best of these efforts are some- 
times trumped by the authenticating power of memory, whether recollections are 
accurate or not. “I was there, and I know” is almost always a more powerful claim 
to truth than the thickest oppositional grammar of archival reference. 

Archives and archivists, then, are situated at a central and contested point of 
connection between history and memory. Their sites reinforce the very abstrac- 
tions of social memory, while their processes affirm and validate particular kinds 
of collective understanding. Whether they serve public, state, or private interests, 
their acquisition and descriptive practices necessarily affect the concepts and cat- 
egories that the sponsors of these archives deploy in collectively remembering 
and narrating their pasts. These practices literally create, as well as recreate, these 
pasts, both through the choices that are made and through the contents of the 
documents themselves. This obviously—and necessarily—involves selective “for- 
getting” as much as selective “remembering,” since the choices archivists have to 
make determine what specifically about the past may or may not be documented. 
When memory’s “mystic chords” challenge master narratives and new interpreta- 
tions turn away from consensual understandings about the nature of the past and 
what has historical meaning for the present, the value of archival sources them- 
selves comes under challenge. 

With respect to the practices of social memory, archives in all of these ways are 
no more inert, and no less selective, than the memories of individuals. In both, as 
Derrida has elaborated, the fever to uncover is in continual struggle with the ten- 
dency to suppress. That archives, like individual memories, often contain evidence 
in sharp contradiction with dominant historical beliefs only strengthens their 
importance in determining the ways societies collectively understand their pasts, 
validate their presents, and (not least) imagine their futures. It is hardly sur- 
prising, therefore, that the contested narratives of memory and history also lead 
naturally to contested sources, as well as to the contested authority of archives 
themselves. 
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Contested Archives, Contested Sources 


In early 1993, the Smithsonian Institution’s National Air and Space Museum in 
Washington, D.C., began planning for the exhibition in 1995 of the Enola Gay, the 
first aircraft to drop the atomic bomb on Japan. In initiating what was soon to 
become a fierce and well-known controversy, the director of the museum Martin 
Harwit and his colleagues sought to use a range of archival documents to describe 
the impact of the bombing on the end of the war, its aftermath, and the onset of 
the Cold War. Within months, Air Force magazine, the journal of the U.S. Air Force 
Association, received an appeal from a number of B-29 veterans concerned about 
how the bombing might be represented. A petition with more than 5,000 signa- 
tures was soon forwarded to the museum requesting that the airplane be dis- 
played “proudly.” 

At one level, the Enola Gay controversy unfolded over the descriptive and analy- 
tical scripts that the Smithsonian was preparing to use in presenting the exhibi- 
tion. These sought interpretative balance by including materials on the devastating 
consequences of the bombing on Japanese civilians, as well as its broader effects 
on the history of the postwar world. Congressional staffers soon requested copies 
of the scripts. Copies were also made available to the press. A number of scathing 
denunciations soon followed from powerful groups including the Air Force Asso- 
ciation itself and the American Legion. Twenty-four members of Congress 
expressed their “concern and dismay” that the exhibit would portray Japan “more 
as an innocent victim than a ruthless aggressor.” For their part, a number of 
American historians rallied to the museum’s defense, but this only broadened the 
controversy. The scholarly efforts of the exhibit’s curators to document a “full” 
and “impartial” version of the past ran headlong into a broad-based and politically 
energetic disdain. 

For some, the curators’ attempts to “decenter” a dominant understanding of 
the bombing by representing its disastrous human consequences placed it outside 
of the bounds of contemporary and historical morality, the country’s duty to 
honor the memory of its veterans. In September 1994, a Sense of the Senate res- 
olution that passed unanimously described the exhibition script as “revisionist 
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and offensive.” Respected Scholars like Barton Bernstein, Robert Jay Lifton, 
Martin J. Sherwin, and others were accused of being “revisionists,” dishonoring 
the memory of American sacrifice. Gar Alperovitz of the University of Maryland 
was condemned at the “father of revisionist theory.” Shortly afterwards, in January 
1995, eighty-one members of Congress demanded Martin Harwit resign. One 
week later the exhibit was cancelled.’ 

The storm of recriminations centered for the most part on the morality of 
“evenhandedness” in the Smithsonian’s presentation. The public arguments in 
favor of heroic remembrance were countered by equally strong views from scholars 
on the importance of historical objectivity and the presentation of different 
understandings and interpretations. For our purposes, what is equally important 
about the episode is that it brought clearly into focus the ways representations of 
social memory affirmed dominant narratives and their power to resist the very 
notion of multiple pasts. Especially for veterans’ organizations and their congres- 
sional supporters, the exhibition pulled archivally based interpretations of the 
historical significance of the bombing from the ethical and political certainties of 
1945 to the immoralities and instabilities of the 1990s. 

The Smithsonian exhibition thus raised basic issues of archival conceptualiza- 
tion. It directly engaged what some insisted were the degradations of postmod- 
ernism and brought out in the most heated of forms the ways historical artifacts 
themselves could become highly contested objects along with the repositories 
that held them.’ Indeed, one of the permanent legacies of the controversy was the 
creation of a new digital Enola Gay Archive, sponsored and maintained by the Air 
Force Association, and designed to show the real heroism embedded in the Air 
Force’s own narrative of the bombing and allow the “true” story to be properly 
told.* In these ways, the exhibition reflected the deeper and more complicated 
questions about sources and archives that were now coming to characterize the 
archival divide. How “neutral,” for example, are any archival sources in terms of 
the ways knowledge is created? How inert is the archive itself in this sense? Most 
important, to what extent is knowledge about the past produced by the very 
“uncovering” of documents themselves? To what extent, in other words, is the 
meaning and value of sources created by the engaged historian and active archi- 
vist, rather than simply interpreted? 

These and other problematic questions are associated particularly with the rap- 
idly growing number of what we would call “identity archives,” organized around 
the particular histories of specific social groups. Like the Enola Gay Archive, these 
new repositories reconstitute, in effect, the very conception of an archive from an 
inert institution of documentary preservation into a contested and even conten- 
tious space. Across the deepening archival divide, the nature of documentation 
and its meaning has itself become a growing point of difference between and 
among historians and archivists. So has the very meaning of the archive itself as 
an institution built on a specific history of policies and actions that resulted in a 
particular collection of records. Although good historians and archivists have 
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always recognized that struggles over how the past should be described are also 
struggles over the nature and meaning of sources, a new element in the Enola Gay 
discussion now concerned the ways that historical study could challenge the 
conception of archives and archivists as historically “neutral.” 

In the case of identity archives, the Enola Gay case focused attention as well on 
a central issue of these new repositories: the kinds of authorities archivists had 
traditionally used in the processes of appraisal and classification, and whether 
new or multiple histories now deserved their own new set of authorities and 
sources. Contested archives thus also meant contested sources and raised related 
questions about archives themselves as “agents” of their sources and even as 
“authors.” It also generated additional controversy about how archival sources 
themselves should and could be used, an issue that was also being engaged at the 
time by a rancorous argument over archival usage by the Princeton historian 
David Abraham, as we will see. Underlying these questions, and in some ways 
most consequential in terms of the archival divide, lay the issue of whether archi- 
val institutions themselves might need to be “read” in terms of how and why they 
collected their materials, and whether this reading might have to focus on their 
institutional as well as documentary forms. 


Reading the Archives: The Archival Grain 


As we have seen, the opening of the archival divide has left historians and archi- 
vists on separate planes of understanding. While both communities are diverse, 
and while occasional voices still try to be heard across the separation, the dis- 
course on records management has little in common with such interpretative 
frames as those of postcolonialism, gender, everyday life, social identity, or “new 
political history,” where the locations of power can sometimes carry as much 
interpretative weight as its uses. The divide has thus left many historians and 
archivists with different understandings of archives, as well as at odds over the 
meaning and nature of archival sources: as institutions and evidence, as a set of 
practices, and as sources of historical meaning. In the post-custodial era, conse- 
quently, when the professional needs and interests of archivists and historians 
have gone in significantly different directions, research into any historical subject 
requires that scholars make some effort to discern how and why their sources 
have been assembled, what they evidence indirectly as well as directly, what socio- 
cultural and sociopolitical conventions lie behind their formation, and what their 
silences may mean. 

As we know, historians usually come to the archive intending to tell a story or 
substantiate an interpretation. Their research is designed to place the documents 
they seek within some broader narrative and conceptual frame, even if the concep- 
tualizations are often implicit rather than fully thought through. Careful historians 
expect the full contours of their stories to emerge from their examination of the 
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materials rather than their preconceptions, that is, from the primacy of their archi- 
val research. It is in this sense that many historians would agree with the historian 
Carolyn Steedman’s notion of archives themselves as essentially inert until the his- 
torian weaves their documents into a historical narrative. In her view, what the 
documents reveal about the past “is not part of the events that are narrated. The 
telling is always something different from what happened (whatever it was).”° 

In our view, however, what Steedman and others ignore is that access to sources 
opens the possibility of teasing out their historical meaning only if a scholar 
understands what the archivists and their archives have been up to, and the his- 
torical contexts in which their sources were formed.® In state or organizational 
archives especially, but in collecting institutions as well, good historians may 
understand that archival genres and conventions will affect the kinds of sources 
they can use, as well as the kinds of information they produce. Understanding the 
archival practices that have created these conventions, the “dynamics” of the 
archive, however, is another matter altogether. 

Most historians well understand, for example, that absences in the archives can 
have as great an effect on the kinds of knowledge that can come from an archive as 
the actual sources its contains. Yet these absences are themselves part of a broader 
set of processes and institutional orientations that constitute the ways the archive 
has been formed. The very nature of the archival repository is constituted as much 
from the mediation of its policies and processes, in other words, as from its forms 
of documentation, its access practices, and the particular kinds of collections it 
houses. Asa result, scholars not only need to use archival sources critically in terms 
of their content; they must also incorporate an understanding about the processes 
by which sources were assembled, appraised, and described if they hope to reach 
conclusions other than those the documents may have been retained to provide. 

Archives in all of these ways are no more inert, and no less selective, than 
individual memories or the dispositions of individual scholars. In both realms, 
the Derridian “fever to uncover” is in continual struggle with both the inclina- 
tions and institutional practices of making the past “orderly.” Archives do this 
by framing the way the past can be understood every bit as much as individual 
scholars do, although archival “narratives” themselves are far more difficult to 
read. How documents are appraised and arranged by archivists frames certain 
kinds of questions and particular kinds of answers. In the process, appraisal, 
arrangement, and description also ascribe particular kinds of historical meaning. 

The anthropologist Ann Stoler has deftly identified this process as the forma- 
tion of an “archival grain”: the “text,” as it were, of archival processes that has to 
be read as carefully as the documents themselves. Reading carefully “with this 
grain,” as Stoler puts it, is the only way scholars can fully understand the broader 
meanings archives and archivists may have contributed to their sources, the kinds 
of knowledge archival processes produce. By the same token, reading against it is 
the point of entry into what kinds of knowledge archival processes have obscured 
or suppressed.’ 
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Stoler’s elaboration and exploration of the idea of an archival grain has been in 
the area of colonial and postcolonial studies, where she and others have tried to 
discern and interpret the analytical categories that imperial powers imposed on 
their colonial subjects, and hence on colonial archival administrations. Thomas 
Richards and Nicholas Dirks have joined her in using the concept to show how 
“orientalist” perceptions have molded the categories underlying both the produc- 
tion and arrangement of documents.® One of their further contributions has 
been to show the political and cultural environments in which the creation of 
certain kinds of colonial records are set. In archival holdings on colonial adminis- 
tration, collection is seldom random, however much it may appear so when repos- 
itories or collections themselves are disorderly. The form of communication, 
justification, explanation, presentation, evaluation, compilation, categorization, 
and summarization—all attributes of bureaucratic record keeping everywhere— 
stem from conventions and expectations that are part of the cultures of institu- 
tions and individuals who create the records, as well as those who process and 
preserve them. 

In other words, archival records, as well as archives themselves, are produced 
from culturally embedded expectations and conventions. When those who use 
the documents share these underlying conventions, this “grain” of the archive 
can be read most comfortably.’ When scholars look at archival records to answer 
questions that run counter to these conventions and assumptions, the process 
is more complex. Here the researcher has to have more clearly in mind the 
ways he or she may have different assumptions and analytical conventions 
from those underlying the archive, how and through what kinds of processes 
the archive reflects different or contesting historical or current conventions. 
Reading “against the grain” in this way is especially difficult when the scholar’s 
goal is to uncover insights or voices that run counter to the archives’ conceptual 
assumptions. 

Nicholas Dirks shows the virtues of this effort very well in his study Castes of 
Mind, an exploration of the changing culture of record keeping in British India. 
Dirks is able to demonstrate how the first phase of this process reflected the culture 
of the East India Company, whose interests and practices impressed a set of corpo- 
rate conventions on the production and organization of information. These were 
then supplanted by those of the colonial state, first established as a source for 
authority for mercantilist trading monopolies, but which soon needed kinds and 
forms of knowledge that fit its own ambitions, and which was pressured to set public 
standards for the empire “that subjected history to the scrutiny of metropolitan 
moral codes.” In the process, a particular kind of bureaucracy developed in support 
of a particular set of conceptions about colonial sovereignty, along, of course, with 
its archives. The archives themselves deployed these conceptions and categories as 
their archivists assessed whether records fit the categories of information that were 
thought to be needed and which therefore pertained to matters of “importance.” 


Dirks labels this process one of colonial “governmentality in the archive.”"" 
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Dirks goes on to explore the ways imperial Britain then came to understand its 
Indian colony through the category of hierarchies it produced, and which were 
then reflected and reproduced in its archival collections. In the process, the 
descriptive categories imposed on the archives actually muted the voices they 
were supposed to record, since they superimposed the colonizers’ concepts of 
social differentiation and order rather than using those constituted by local his- 
tories and social systems. Dirks focused on the collection of “oriental manuscripts 
on the life and literature of the south of India” assembled by Colin Mackenzie now 
housed in London’s Public Records Office. In his analysis of the collection, he 
observed that when local documents were collected and archived, they were not 
only affected by the interests and values of local agents “but transferred from local 
to colonial contexts. The different voices, agencies, and modes of authorization 
that were implicated in the production of the archive became muffled and then 
lost, once they inhabited the new colonial archive.”” 

Although a particular kind of institutional repository, the archives Dirks used 
reflect the tendency of all archives to prefigure both the present and the future. 
The assumptions and conceptualizations through which they process their mate- 
rials create the categories through which their sources gain historical meaning. 
Michel de Certeau has made a similar argument about historical narration. In his 
view, historical discourse gives itself credibility in the name of the past realities 
it tries to represent, but its “authorized appearance of the ‘real’” only camou- 
flages the narrative conventions, assumptions, and practices that determine how 
it is produced and understood.” By adding the role of the archival grain to this 
process, we can further understand that the narrative structures deployed by the 
historian also reflect those created at least in part by the way archives process 
and present their sources. It is clear, for example, that state archives tend to priv- 
ilege the historical role of institutions, politics, power relations, and the agency 
of political actors by the very act of assembling and preserving what state offi- 
cials themselves regard as important, yet collecting institutions and identity 
archives are no different. They, too, serve to create (or occlude) conceptual cate- 
gories that inscribe significance and meaning, and hence condition the ways the 
pasts they evidence are understood. They, too, consequently, have to be read as 
critically as the documents they house and the narratives they encourage their 
users to produce. 

Does this place any special burdens on the archivist, like the injunctions of 
scholarly objectivity ostensibly place on historians? Should archivists then assure 
the possibility of multiple ways of remembering and understanding through 
acquisition policies that are themselves “against the grain”? Should the whole 
concept of provenance be rethought as a barrier to preserving the diversity of 
ways the past can be processed? And if the authenticating practices of state 
archives serve to make certain kinds of historical understanding seem like the 
“natural” course of a society’s development, should not state archivists confront 
this reduction, and systematically work to minimize its effects? 
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Our answer would be: not necessarily. What we think might be needed instead 
is for historians and other scholars themselves to come to the archive capable of 
“reading” it well. Those engaged along with Stoler and Dirks in colonial and sub- 
altern studies, for example, and who have been particularly challenged by the 
problem of the archival grain, have proved themselves quite adept at working 
their way through the obstacles it presents. Florencia Mallon, for example, 
whose work has been on the development of the postcolonial state in Mexico and 
Peru, has stressed that understanding these processes requires “digging them 
out from under the dominant discourses that suppressed them” often by concen- 
trating on local municipal archives or other regional repositories rather than 
those closest to central administrations." Historians probing the history of 
Native Americans have also been successful in uncovering suppressed voices 
hidden in official compilations and reports." In a similar way, Latin American 
historians like James Sanders and Rebecca Scott have used seemingly conven- 
tional archival sources but read them carefully against the grain of their reposi- 
tories to discover meaningful information they were never processed to reveal. 
For these historians and others, documentation that is less “processed,” and 
hence is still somewhat removed from an archives’ categorical conventions even 
if they are more difficult to use, can often prove more valuable than materials 
that are fully ordered.'® 

In many cases, of course, historically important voices cannot be heard at all in 
the archive, sometimes, of course, as the result of deliberate concealment. In the 
former Soviet Union, Western historians were also used to seeing sources care- 
fully selected for them by archivists who usually checked first to be sure they 
had already been used by authorized Soviet scholars. Documents delivered in spe- 
cial reading rooms for foreigners were almost always read with an understanding 
of their selectivity, their texts carefully parsed to assure their use as evidence was 
credible. While the difficulties in such authoritarian systems are quite obvious, 
they are in some ways even more consequential in open societies where classifi- 
cation principles themselves are often less than fully transparent. Documents 
or files that subvert national myths or dominant elements of collective memory 
may well be restricted by processes and rules of classification that have nothing 
to do with individual privacy or national security. In Soviet archives, files were 
labeled and restricted as “especially valuable” if they had any references at all 
to Lenin or Stalin or if they contained any sort of controversial material. Huge 
collections like those on oppositional parties like the Mensheviks or purged Bol- 
shevik leaders like Trotsky or Bukharin were simply locked away. In the United 
States, blanket security classifications and the associated labor costs of sorting 
out genuinely sensitive materials, have in some cases produced similar voids, 
leaving established interpretations unruffled by documentation. Vast amounts of 
government records from security agencies as well as major institutions like the 
State Department are often withheld for these reasons, even if their content may 
no longer be at all sensitive to security concerns. At NARA, the recently issued 
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“National Declassification Center Prioritization Plan” (2010) lists a number of 
record groups that are awaiting declassification, including those of the CIA, U.S. 
Army, and National Security Council. The motto of this effort is: “Releasing all we 
can, protecting all we must.”?” 

As many historians have discovered when they sought assistance through var- 
ious Freedom of Information Acts, (FOIA) seeking out sources that challenge the 
validity of dominant national narratives can be more subversive to the credibility 
of governments than to the security of the state. The National Security Archive in 
Washington, D.C., is an example of one institution whose mission is specifically to 
uncover these kinds of counternarratives.’® With the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
similar freedom of information legislation was enacted in Russia, Ukraine, and 
several other successor Soviet republics along with new legislation on archival 
access. (Paradoxically, this not only opened vast amounts of hitherto closed mate- 
rials, at least for a while, but also suggested that these materials would likely have 
been destroyed, if Soviet officials had ever imagined they might become broadly 
accessible.) 

At the same time, the opening of these archives and the dramatic expansion of 
access elsewhere through freedom of information legislation did not solve one of 
the principal concerns that some historians had already raised more generally 
about sources: many of the most interesting new explorations into the areas of 
social and cultural history were still about subjects whose sources had tradition- 
ally been ignored and were largely or entirely absent from traditional cataloguing 
systems. Historians have generally been inclined to read these silences as reflect- 
ing the practices of social, cultural, and especially political marginalization. While 
careful analysis of this sort can be very fruitful, a more productive (if more diffi- 
cult) approach would be to understand the contexts and processes through which 
archives and their documentation were assembled, and to ascertain as Ann Stoler 
has suggested “which categories were privileged and resilient, and which were 
demoted or ignored,” or as Patricia Galloway has put it, the principles of exclusion 
as well as inclusion not only in the formation of archival holdings but also in the 
formation of the record itself, “the context of [its] creation.”’® In sum, the archi- 
val “grain” that emerges from all of these processes establishes and reproduces 
particular categories of historical and contemporary understanding. The pro- 
cesses of formation of an archive, whether its documentation is in paper or dig- 
ital form, produce and reproduce their own conceptualizations, as well as those of 
the institutions that it supports and is supported by, reifying the categories 
through which its materials are identified. However obscure these categories may 
be for historians and other users, they push scholars toward the kinds of narra- 
tives embedded in the archives’ own processes and purposes. These are not deter- 
mined simply by the nature of the sources themselves, by deliberate erasures, or 
by restrictive classifications, but by the presumptions, values, and predisposi- 
tions underlying the archives own formation, practices, and processes in its 
development. 
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“Monumental” Archives: Contested by Purpose 


The way an archive is formed—the essence of its “grain” —is also often reflected in 
its physical appearance. Like the processes by which it acquires particular kinds of 
sources, appearances reflect particular sets of values; and both affirm particular 
social, cultural, and political formations. As Nick Dirks has put the matter in 
writing about state archives, “the archive, that primary site of state monumen- 
tality, is the very institution that canonizes, crystallizes, and classifies the knowl- 
edge required by the state even as it makes this knowledge available to subsequent 
generations in the cultural form of a neutral repository of the past.””° 

The representational meanings of monumental state archives are thus a partic- 
ularly contested terrain, since the acquisition and preservation of particular kinds 
of documents at specific moments in time can substantially strengthen particular 
sets of sociocultural or political values. When the State Archive of the Russian 
Federation sent trucks to the burning parliament building after Boris Yeltsin’s 
tanks shelled it in 1993, for instance, the Russian Archival Administration pub- 
licly positioned itself in defense of post-Soviet democratization, even though the 
documents were rescued primarily because the government thought they might 
be useful in prosecuting rebellious deputies. In the United States, the acquisition 
by presidential libraries formally under the administrative control of the National 
Archives and Records Administration of documents that members of the presi- 
dential administrations themselves deem worthy of retention helps create the 
notion that all American presidents are equally worthy memorialization being 
memorialized in their own buildings, however selective the documents they may 
offer to prove it.” 

From the middle of the nineteenth century onward, the most important of the 
conceptual frames structuring the organization and reorganization of archival 
collections was provenance, which connects documents with the processes of the 
modern nation-state. Before this time, historical archives were essentially ware- 
houses of various kinds of documents whose material was largely known only to 
its curators. What University of Michigan archivist Nancy Bartlett has thought- 
fully described as the “ur text” of the modern use of provenance was the 1841 
French ministerial decree, which formally assigned archival record keeping to all 
state administrative agencies and developed a template for organizing and cata- 
loging materials “pour la mise en ordre et le classement des archives départemen- 
tales.”** The French intent was to create standardizing practices that would make 
a rapidly growing state bureaucracy more orderly and efficient, and also, perhaps, 
more accountable. Standards developed for the curatorial care of existing records 
(whose administration was seized from French provincial repositories) also 
required a new generation of professional archivists trained to manage the records 
of the new state order. The burgeoning French national archive not only helped 
regularize state administration but also fixed more solidly the modern concept of 
the nation itself.” 
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French practices became the model for state archives elsewhere. Archivists 
across Europe and eventually in North American increasingly emphasized docu- 
ments themselves as the primary sources of national understanding, as the “raw 
material” that would consolidate a common national narrative.” Following the 
French lead, efforts to “publish the national record” also became a widespread 
ambition, as state archives standardized their practices and consolidated their 
hold on materials. In Germany, France, and later the Soviet Union, the publication 
of annotated collections of documents developed into a principal function of 
archival and historical scholarship, one that undergirded an increasingly domi- 
nant national narrative with genuine erudition. The same kind of scholarship 
gained even more prominence in Russia after the Soviet Union’s collapse in 1991, 
when a new spate of carefully prepared documentary publications that were 
assumed to “speak for themselves” laid the foundations for alternative national 
narratives.” Rich in content and of exceptional value to a wide range of scholars, 
these volumes still reflected the institutional effects of diplomatics and prove- 
nance in terms of their social and political subject categories. 

Physically detaching U.S. presidential libraries from the U.S. National Archives 
has also created hagiographic archival monuments. The myths or “legacies” that 
presidents and their staffs have quite consciously tried to create are strengthened 
not simply by carefully displayed documentation but by the relationship between 
the grandeur of space and the documentation’s implicit significance: the ways the 
building itself valorizes the importance of its holdings.” In Soviet Russia, the 
Central State Archive of the October Revolution obviously sanctified the founding 
moment of the state in ways that had little to do with lived experience, lending 
scholarly authority to the party’s massive efforts to position the narrative of his- 
torical inevitability at the center of Soviet collective understanding. Within this 
archive, special collections of documents on the History of the Factories helped 
create a narrative of heroic struggle and social emancipation. That Soviet histori- 
ography and social memory formed around these and other distortions served 
among other consequences to suppress very different kinds of memories and 
understandings, testifying both to the archive’s importance as an element of 
Soviet rule and to the virtual irrelevance in this regard of historical reality. 

Post-Soviet Russia has also witnessed a remarkable example of archival monu- 
mentalism connecting the physicality of the archive to political legitimacy. For 
many years the archives of the tsarist regime were housed in the historic former 
building of the old Imperial State Senate and the Holy Synod of the Orthodox 
Church, on the Neva River embankment. The building was already in some disre- 
pair before the collapse of the Soviet Union. Its priceless collection of historic 
materials was stored on tinder dry wooden shelves. Although historians through- 
out the world worried that the repository was in perilous condition, a fact sup- 
ported by a comprehensive UNESCO investigation, the Yeltsin government 
insisted it did not have the funding to rebuild the archive after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union and preferred to move it elsewhere. Many suspected this had more 
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to do with the rapidly growing property value of the archives’ historic buildings (a 
fine site on the Neva for a luxury hotel), rather than any real concern of the regime 
for the value of the collection. 

Vladimir Putin, however, seems to have fully understood the relationship 
between monumental archives and their legitimizing effects. Under his direction, 
the original plan to move the archives to an abandoned bank building near the 
end of the metro line was ramped into a total transformation of the site into a 
state of the art repository. The old bank building was completely transformed and 
incorporated into a complex of three gleaming new structures, all connected at 
various levels and at some places more than seven stories high. No expense was 
spared in its construction, or apparently in the care with which the millions of 
documents themselves were packed in special crates and transferred. Each truck 
came under police escort. The new building was also lavishly equipped. The docu- 
ment preservation laboratory, for example, was designed to maintain a sterile air 
quality equivalent to that of hospital operating rooms and provided with the most 
advanced equipment available anywhere in the world. The air quality of the build- 
ings themselves is controlled by special heating and cooling equipment, requiring 
its own specialized staff. And the spacious reading rooms, library, and meeting 
rooms create a visually stunning as well as exceptionally functional workspace. 
The structures themselves were set back from the street, surrounded by gates, and 
adorned with large gold lettering identifying the complex as the Russian State 
Historical Archive. 

In several ways, however, this was the least important of its significations, a 
mere marking of what the buildings were. As President Putin himself stressed at 
the building’s dedication, far more important was the linkage the new building 
created between contemporary Russia and its historic (prerevolutionary) past. 
The building connoted fundamental continuities. It physically demonstrated a 
reverence for Russian history. It clearly signified that the new state would spare 
no expense to construct the physical and symbolic space for that history, and treat 
it as reverently as the rebuilt cathedral of Christ the Savior in Moscow, the site of 
former President Yeltsin’s funeral and the Russian president’s annual blessing by 
the Patriarch. Indeed, the only thing initially missing from the magnificent new 
archives when these lines were written was users. Nothing in the state budget 
provided for the salaries required to lure people back into the woefully underpaid 
archival profession. Two years after its completion, until it finally opened its 
doors in 2008, the complex functioned as a spectacular repository maintained by 
a handful of administrative staff, some quite pleased no doubt that the archives’ 
marvelous order was not yet being disturbed by the actual use of its materials! 

Archives constituted in this way are not only a privileged space for historical 
sources whose nature and meaning may be contested but also a part of a con- 
tested story itself. As the historian Frederick Cooper has shown, archival institu- 
tions have played a particular role in this regard not only in established states like 
Russia and the United States but in the new states of postcolonial Africa as well.” 
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In their physical representation, as well as their ordering of documents, archives 
most readily illuminate the history of the institutions they were designed to 
memorialize and whose documents physically attest to their importance. In this 
sense, we can agree with Jacques Le Goff that “the document is not objective, 
innocent raw material, but expresses past society’s power over memory and the 
future.” 

We would add, however, that this is so not only because of the ways archives 
position sources as links to particular pasts but also because of the monumen- 
tality of the structures in which the documents are often stored. Especially in 
state archives, but in other repositories as well, the monumental archive passes 
elements of historical fixity onto its documents, assuring that certain kinds of 
documentation become a privileged base for a “common” historical record. 


Forms, Stability, and Contests over Usage of 
Archival Documentation: The Abraham Case 


Even before the turn away from authority in history and the onset of digital 
records, the meaning and value of certain kinds of sources was itself contested 
ground. The question of preserving documentation that best testified to “histor- 
ical experience” raised issues about what forms of documentation archives should 
preserve. Should photographs, films, oral testimony, and other artifacts be 
sought, arranged, preserved, and described by archives as assiduously as written 
documents? Questions about the kinds of sources archives should seek to acquire 
and retain are not simply ones about archival administration, although there is 
plenty of conflict on that score. More complicated conflicts here concern the sta- 
bility of the source, and also the degree to which traditional archival records are 
less suitable points of entry into certain kinds of historical understanding than 
nonwritten documents, like photographs or oral testimony. 

One advantage of provenance as testimony to the authenticity of a document 
was that the question of authorship was subordinated to that of its place of origin. 
While it was obviously desirable to identify the authors of documents if this was 
possible, the authority of a source was affirmed by the authority of its institu- 
tional identity. With oral testimonies, however, authorship itself is the sole test of 
authenticity. With photographs and films, authenticity depends on the process of 
composition. If an archive is to preserve oral or visual testimony, it has to make a 
series of judgments about the importance of the subject being evidenced, and how 
it meets the archive’s social and scholarly purpose. Related here are complex 
issues concerning the social, cultural, or political standing of the person providing 
the testimony or the subject being photographed, and the process by which the 
material was recorded. None of these decisions can be governed by the discrete 
sets of principles that traditionally governed archival administration. 
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Questions about the authenticity of photographs and films present particular 
archival issues. On the surface, photographs and films would seem to need no 
authentication, since they capture visually some part of actual pasts. Identifying 
the photographer or film maker is also unimportant to the value of the images 
themselves, however much it might matter for other reasons. Yet the very “actu- 
ality” of the image obscures the artifactual issues that are central to archiving. 
Was the scene staged or natural? Did the photographer or film maker set the 
equipment to capture some particular dimensions of a scene, to communicate a 
mood as well as a setting, or to make a particular argument in a creative way, or 
simply run the camera as if it were an open and unbiased historical recorder? 

Written documentation can validate specific claims, as well as general recollec- 
tions, but visual representations communicate instantly, directly, and often sen- 
sationally. The infamous photographs of Abu-Graib prisoner abuse constructed 
elements of American and Iraqi identity in ways more immediate and powerful 
than any written document could possibly have done, regardless of questions con- 
cerning their authenticity. They stirred (or recreated?) past Arab memories of 
“imperial subjugation” as sharply as they confronted nostalgic American recollec- 
tions of good democratic people again fighting a totally just war. As Bonnie Shawn 
Smith has detailed, the distribution of the photographs over the Internet also 
created a powerful “counter archive” to official American sources on the conduct 
of the war, one which quickly spun completely out of American control. In the 
view of Donald Rumsfeld, George W. Bush, and other U.S. officials who displaced 
the reality of abuse onto its artifactual evidence, it was the photographs that “did 
the damage.” In one sense they were right, since it was the images, not the actual 
events, which were the most powerful elements in condensing American and Iraqi 
(or Arab) identities around the moralized positions of oppressor and oppressed, 
and challenging the well-documented traditional alternative representations of 
liberator and liberated.” 

Archivists and others who have worked on these problems understand that 
there is no neutral or univocal visible world, as W. J. T. Mitchell has put it, “no 
vision without purpose . . . no naked reality [not] clothed in our systems of repre- 
sentation.”*° In this respect, photographs and films are the most misleading of 
artifacts. What seems to recreate a live, three-dimensional past is in fact a two- 
dimensional compression that condenses past experience and reduces the com- 
plexity of historical narratives every bit as much as a written document, and 
equally excludes the subjectivities so important to history and memory, like out- 
looks, attitudes, feelings, and mentalities. As with written artifacts, these need to 
be deduced by the scholarly user. They also need to be argued more convincingly 
than a casual look at the image might suggest. 

For these reasons, film and photographic archives have traditionally been set 
apart from other repositories and administered according to different protocols 
and standards. Typically, they house large and often undifferentiated collections, 
commonly ordered by subject or date. Visuality, meanwhile, has emerged as a 
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complicated (and still poorly defined) area of historical enquiry in relation in par- 
ticular to textuality, since the various meanings of visual images are analytically 
more complicated than those for texts.” From an archival perspective, their sheer 
bulk deprives archivists of the type of attention and scrutiny normally given to 
written records, especially with respect to a contextual understanding of their 
provenance and use. Thus, in the view of Joan Schwartz, a leading photographic 
archivist, the importance and prevalence of photographs and films obligates the 
archival community to think more carefully about the nature, production, and 
purpose of photographs, especially in terms of the ways they, too, convey govern- 
ment policy, communicate ideology, construct identity, shape collective memory, 
and in a variety of contested ways, define concepts of self and the cultural other.** 
The same can be said for the methodological obligations photographs and film 
place on archival scholars.” 

Making the issue of sources even more conflicted are the shifting views of 
some historians themselves about the meanings of documentary authorship and 
authenticity. Among their other qualities, historical archives, whether state or 
private, can be thought of as institutionalized efforts to detach the present from 
the past, insofar as their documents are commonly authenticated as in terms of 
their historical provenance, and protected from use for some discrete period of 
time. For some scholars, especially those involved with questions of social 
memory, the more archivists are self-consciously active in producing and repro- 
ducing “traditional” historical understandings, the more they reinforce the very 
notions that the turn away from authority in history was meant to unsettle, 
including that of social memory itself. Even acquisition policies designed to 
assure the preservation of certain kinds of knowledge or intended to protect the 
multiplicity and diversity of social memories are necessarily dependent on the 
selective biases of the archivist and the institutional affiliations of the archive. 
Indeed, the turn away from authority in history has raised questions not about 
the value of documentation but about its very nature. 

For some, this has included an effort to examine more closely traditional con- 
ceptualizations of historical time itself, and the idea that historical pasts are sus- 
ceptible to being recaptured in any but the most romantic notions of individual 
and social memory. Here, history is instead, at best, a contestable field of repre- 
sentations. It reflects in the concept of multiple pasts the entwined nature of 
many different kinds of experience, rather than any single “authentic” past. From 
this perspective, the archive’s documents can also remain authoritative sources 
while not constituting in any sense the authentic “memory of the nation.” The 
archive, too, becomes a representational field. 

An example of this new set of concerns is reflected in Jonathan Boyarin’s 
collective volume Remapping Memory: The Politics of Timespace, where the very 
stability of archival documentation comes into question.** Rather than assume 
that archives are fixed institutions, and that the documents they hold are 
authentic as a result of this stability, an alternative posed here is to regard the 
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authority of the document as an effect of its being archived, that is, to recognize 
the archive as an active agent in the creation of historically specific conceptions 
of lineal time. Boyarin himself argues that traditional notions of historical time 
are also related to how social and individual memory are socially understood, 
that is, as a linkage to actual pasts rather than an ordering of the present or a 
prescription about historically appropriate futures. In his view, the fact that 
Einsteinian changes in the understanding of space and time have not been 
incorporated into historical or archival thinking has left both “stuck” in an 
eighteenth-century positivist mode of thinking and interpretation. An archival 
effort to authenticate even nondominant social memories would only reinforce 
the close connections between modern notions of absolute (lineal) time and the 
authority of the modern nation-state.* Reinhart Koselleck, a noted historian of 
theory, has formulated the same problem somewhat differently. In his view, his- 
torical reality had to be understood as a central element of present-time social 
reality: “an internally differentiated structure of functional relationships in 
which the rights and interests of one group collide with those of other groups, 
and lead to conflicts.” The contest here is fundamentally about sources. Defeat 
on the part of one or another group about which sources archives make available 
is experienced as a perversion of historical truth. It is also often presented as a 
moral failure, since sources are not being deployed to illustrate properly “what 
went wrong.” The past is pulled “out of time,” obscuring its proper relation to 
the present.*° 

Here we can see an additional dimension of the Enola Gay controversy: its 
relation to questions about the nature and stability of evidence. As we have seen, 
the exhibition was offensive for many not simply in terms of what it visually 
depicted, but because the curators appeared to be using archival evidence to 
destabilize historical certainties. In return, many regarded this use of documenta- 
tion itself to be “unstable,” in the sense that it wrongly and falsely eclipsed the 
social and individual heroism that gave the bombing its “real” historical meaning. 
Even some scholars intellectually sympathetic to postmodernism accused their 
colleagues of precipitating the crisis themselves by moving beyond the sureties of 
modernity to the newly fashionable paradigms of multiple pasts and a jargony 
language that was neither popularly recognized nor easily understood outside (or 
even, at times, within) the academic community. 

The Derridian notion that “there was nothing outside the text” seemed espe- 
cially at fault here. For many, this idea seemed to dissolve any importance in the 
real sensations, heroics, tragedies, and pains of really lived experience, especially 
really fought wars. As a result, efforts to “decenter” authority and replace black 
and white heroics with more nuanced and subtle historical understanding became 
an affront to the meanings that historical experience had socially acquired. In this 
sense, the Enola Gay controversy was a reflection of the broader struggles in the 
United States over how that country’s past should be remembered and evidenced, 
swirling bitterly around the muted Vietnam War Memorial and the decision of 
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Congress to build a new, militarily graphic monument commemorating American 
losses (and American losses alone) in the Second World War.*” 

In fact, the argument that there was nothing outside the text hardly dimin- 
ished the importance of archival documentation in textual form. Rather, it 
brought the question of historical authority to its authorial root, displacing the 
issue of content—what the document said—with a focus on who wrote it and 
how. Ranke himself, of course, had badgered his seminar students with precisely 
this question, but as a way of making content itself intelligible and assuring it was 
trustworthy. The new concern for the textuality of documents, like “new histori- 
cism” more generally in literary criticism, held them as artifacts of their creators 
rather than evidence of actual pasts. 

Perhaps nothing in the broad intellectual revolt against the teleologies of mod- 
ernism exercised scholars more than this move against sources as evidence of 
really lived pasts. Even sophisticated explorations like Steven Shapin’s A Social 
History of Truth and Mary Poovey’s carefully researched A History of the Modern 
Fact were pushed aside (unread?) by many who, with Gertrude Himmelfarb, 
regarded even thoughtful studies of the concept of truth as evidence of an unre- 
strained intellectual nihilism. As Shapin acknowledges, “truth is not supposed to 
change over time—to have a history—neither is it supposed to have a sociology. 
Whatever bears the marks of collective production cannot be truth.” Yet the sen- 
sible interrogation of history’s “truth claims” in a burst of reactive articles and 
books did not deter some historians, on one hand, from rejecting archival research 
altogether as the best way to trace the residues of the past, or many others from a 
new skepticism about how archival sources were actually used and deployed. The 
archive, after all, is clearly just such a “collective production” if not of truth, cer- 
tainly of particular kinds of knowledge and truth claims. Between 1991 and 1995, 
the journal Critical Theory devoted more than forty articles to questions relating 
to the question of evidence in historical understanding. 

The troubling case of David Abraham fueled this contention. A young, unten- 
ured historian at Princeton, Abraham published in 1981 a well-documented study 
on the relationship between German industrialists in the 1920s and the nascent 
Nazi movement.* On the basis of almost universally positive reviews which 
complemented its own reading, the Princeton department recommended him 
for tenure, but the promotion was denied by the university administration after 
accusations from the Germanist Gordon Turner at Yale that Abraham had used 
his sources improperly. In a petulant letter, a version of which was published in 
the American Historical Review, Turner essentially accused Abraham of fraud. 

Turner and Gerald Feldman at Berkeley undertook a vituperative campaign to 
discredit the work—Turner at one point called it “the Brink’s robbery of German 
history.” Feldman argued he “invented” documents and carried on “a systematic 
effort to cover up the truth.”® Princeton then cancelled a planned revision of the 
volume, and Abraham himself, despite a spirited and broadly persuasive defense 
by many distinguished historians, left the field. 
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According to the front page New York Times account of the Abraham case, this 
disturbing episode forced historians and others to wonder whether the ways 
sources were being used by contemporary historians did not flaw “countless mod- 
ern works of history.” A more accurate and less provocative way of describing the 
effects of this episode would be to say that it reinforced a general sense among 
historians concerning the relativity of archival sources as necessarily selective 
materials, and made very public what most archival scholars had always known: 
that the selection and use of archival documentation is far from the scientific 
exploration that the objectivizing grammar of archival citation suggests. Abraham 
himself admitted that in an eighteen-month stint in the German archives as a 
graduate student he “committed the embarrassing and elementary error of hasty 
and niggardly note taking. The consequence was that my transcriptions some- 
times yielded quotations that were elided or not precise.” His Princeton col- 
league Lawrence Stone, who had himself helped fueled the cultural wars when he 
warned in Past and Present that “deconstruction” was a dire threat to history, put 
the matter very well: “When you work in the archives you're far from home, you're 
bored, you're in a hurry, you're scribbling like crazy. You’re bound to make mis- 
takes. I don’t believe any scholar in the Western world has impeccable footnotes. 
Archival research is a special case of the general messiness of life.” *° 

As Stone suggests, and as Appleby, Hunt, and Jacob later properly insisted in 
their Telling the Truth about History, the “truth claims” of archival documentation, 
to put the issue in its epistemological terms, was not the principal issue for most 
historians. The question instead centered on the care with which historians and 
other scholars—but not archivists—used these materials. Appleby, Hunt, and 
Jacob made a useful distinction in this regard between truth and meaning. How- 
ever difficult it may be to access past experience, to seek history through its docu- 
mentary and other traces, most historians digested the important controversies 
here by ratcheting up their thresholds of demonstration and certainty, rather 
than abandoning the effort.“ At the same time, it is fair to say that understand- 
ings of the historians’ enterprise itself had substantially changed. As the great 
teleologies of reason and modernization gave way to new approaches and levels of 
understanding at least among academic historians, so did the scientific assump- 
tion that archival sources in and of themselves gave authority to their writing. 


The Solutions of “Identity Archives”: Authorship, 
Agency, and New Archival Authorities 


Already by the 1970s, well-known archivists like F. Gerald Ham, the State Archi- 
vist of Wisconsin and President of the Society of American Archivists, began to 
lament that new historical approaches seemed unable to inform archival practice. 
The divide that was opening between the ways many archivists and historians 
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were now processing the past was not only weakening relationships that had long 
made authoritative archives close partners in the writing of authoritative history; 
it was opening troublesome questions about how archives acquired historical 
material, their purported historical objectivity, and the relation of both to new sub- 
jects of archival enquiry. Coming at a moment when issues of identity were also 
emerging as a potent political force, these growing divisions served to encourage 
a new kind of “identity archive,” one organized around new conceptualizations of 
what constituted historical importance based on the primacy of identity. 

In a world of increasingly fluid communications, the new emphasis on identity 
extended in turn the question of the archives’ relation to established national 
narratives well beyond the borders of existing national states. Black history in the 
United States engaged African, Caribbean, and Latin American materials; Ukrai- 
nian and other East European national histories encompassed a range of diaspora 
archives, as well as the disengaging of national materials from their subordination 
to Soviet archival categories; Jewish and gender studies essentially had no national 
boundaries at all. 

At the same time, the ostensibly objective or disinterested role of the archive in 
maintaining certain kinds of national narratives was also brought into question, 
along with the historical authorities that had traditionally guided the appraisal 
and preservation of documentation. As we have seen, the authority of the archive 
and the professional objectivity of the archivist derived in the Jenkinsonian tradi- 
tion from a consensual understanding of the past that privileged certain processes 
and institutions, including archives themselves, on the basis of their perceived 
dominance in the production and maintenance of normative social and political 
systems. The professional capabilities of the archivist centered on the ability to 
authenticate sources by determining and identifying how they were created, and 
by assuring a system of arrangement and description that allowed users to under- 
stand their contextual origins. Judgments on the relationship between kinds of 
sources and their potential value to historians were essentially inappropriate to 
the tasks of preservation. 

More complex understandings of identity and of accompanying politics directly 
challenged these long-held assumptions and practices. The “imagined commu- 
nities” linked to subordinated ethnicities and nationalities along with the pre- 
sumed commonalities of race and gender created their own hierarchies of historical 
authorities, radically at odds with those underlying the established practices at 
historical archives. Where was the authority of gender in understanding relations 
of power? If existing national archives reified dominant social and political groups, 
subordinated ethnicities and nationalities were entitled at the very least to 
assemble their “own” historical materials in their own archives, if not within their 
own discrete states. 

Like other kinds of repositories, the assembling of identity archives thus con- 
structed its own kinds of knowledge, based like traditional archives on the assump- 
tions regarding historical authority implicit in their appraisal and acquisition 
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practices, as well as their new structures of organization and cataloguing. The 
archival problem with such repositories as the Schomburg Center at the New York 
Public Library, the Leo Baeck Institute, or the Lesbian and Gay Archives in San 
Francisco was not, therefore, that they were organized by groups that had a par- 
ticular interest in their subjects. Nor was it that these new repositories selectively 
inscribed meaning on to certain kinds of documentation. Instead, the problem lay 
in two areas: the unsystematic nature of the conceptual authorities that struc- 
tured identity collections; and the transparent shift of the archive’s role as the 
formally neutral receiver of documentation generated by the institutions, individ- 
uals, or agencies to which it was responsible. 

The question of identity “authorities” was (and remains) particularly vexing. 
Conceptually, identity issues necessarily imply the existence of multiple pasts: 
contending narratives about who one was (and is) and according to which set of 
narrative representations. But can archives be matched in any effective way to 
these multiple pasts? By what set of principles were “identity” materials to be 
appraised? Was everything related to women appropriate for the women’s history 
archive, or everything relating to the lives of particular ethnic groups worthy of 
perpetual preservation? Did the qualities of ethnicity, nationality, or race deter- 
mine in and of themselves the value of material to be collected and preserved? 

And what about different kinds of artifactual documentation? Were the kinds 
of documentation around which historical archives have traditionally been orga- 
nized now inadequate for historical representations of national pasts? Should 
archivists simply let collecting institutions solve whatever problems the changing 
nature of sources may present? Was it appropriate for identity archives to assemble 
any kinds of testimony, or only materials whose provenance and authenticity 
could be determined in certain ways, and whose forms of production met certain 
methodological thresholds? 

One important effect of the turn away from traditional approaches to politics 
institutions among many historians was that it simultaneously involved a turn 
toward what some now called “new history” on the part of the other human sci- 
ences. Narrativity, culture, and causality took on new interest to sociologists. The 
“anthropological experience” in historical contexts prompted new explorations 
into how traditional field research in anthropology attempted to “read” historic 
pasts out of observable presents. The “stabilizing and destabilizing” functions of 
historical study itself received new attention in terms of how law was conceived 
and legal arguments constructed. Politics for some political scientists became 
“non-science,” while explorations of the uses and misuses of historicization spread 
easily through literature studies and widespread discussions of the western canon. 

If new understandings of discursive forms, locations of power, and cultural 
practices further freed historians from E. P. Thompson’s condescensions of “tradi- 
tion,” “historicity” equally liberated their colleagues from the disciplinary isola- 
tion social science had traditionally modeled. The reasons why new thinking 
insisted on an exploration of the context of the historian, as well as of his or her 
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particular scholarship, were not rooted in the peculiarities of historical as opposed 
to anthropological or sociological enquiry, but in its scientistic claims. The 
self-reflection this had encouraged among historians not only spread across the 
social sciences as a whole, but stimulated new interest in the “problem” of history 
in fields like historical sociology, which for a time had seemed likely to be dis- 
placed by the technologists of numbers crunching. 

All of this work also created demands for new kinds of sources, especially those 
that could help create “proper” memories and reproduce the experiences of people 
“without history” or whom history “had forgotten.” As Eric Wolf demonstrated in 
his seminal Europe and the People without History, published in 1982, new histories 
“from below” required a kind of documentation either absent or almost entirely 
irretrievable in any direct and systematic way from state historical archives at all 
levels.* This was also increasingly apparent to historians now working on prob- 
lems of nationality, race, and gender. While virtually any institutional history or 
biography could be explored with relative ease in existing collections, providing 
only that relevant materials had been preserved, the sources for new kinds of 
history had to be teased obliquely from sources that had been collected, cata- 
logued, and preserved as other kinds of testimony. Present day Serbs, Lithua- 
nians, or Ukrainians could only “share” the lived experience of their forbearers by 
remembering its forms and imagining its subjective content, something histo- 
rians and archivists were called upon to provide. The same was true for Black or 
Native Americans, and other groups whose ways of remembering served to mobi- 
lize against real or imagined wrongs. 

A further problem with identity archives involved the way many were deliber- 
ately engaged in creating new or alternative historical narratives. If the neutrality 
of more traditional historical archives was already compromised by the arrange- 
ment and description processes that constituted their grain and which repro- 
duced their underlying narratives, and if local repositories of various sorts often 
accumulated certain types of “neglected” materials, identity archives left the 
question of neutrality entirely behind. Their goal was precisely to encourage the 
kinds of exploration that would produce new understandings of their subjects, 
past and present. In effect, they authored their own stories, albeit in general and 
often contested ways. 


Archives as Authors 


The issue of archives as “authors” is not a new one. Patrick Geary, for example, has 
examined in some detail the process of selecting and assembling medieval char- 
ters and texts into cartularies, invoking in a provocative way a Foucauldian chal- 
lenge to contemporary notions of authorship more generally.“ The fact that 
archivist monks of the ninth and tenth centuries actively selected the charters 
they transcribed focuses attention on the ways in which many of the documents 
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held by modern archives are also the products of complex processes of assembly 
and creation, rather than authored in the commonplace sense of the term. One 
does not have to be a Foucauldian to understand that many archival documents 
are “authorless” in the figurative sense of being solely attributable to a particular, 
identifiable writer. The value of the document to the scholar depends not simply 
on its text, compiled in various ways, but to the role of the archive in rendering it 
into some usable form. The archives’ placement of a text within an archival fond 
effectively gives additional “authorship” to the document in ways as important to 
scholarship as its initial composition. 

A good example of an authored archive occurred after the Soviet archives were 
opened in the late 1980s. Historians found a trove of hitherto secret materials 
reporting on the “mood” of ordinary citizens as early as 1919 and 1920, at the 
height of the Russian civil war. These were collected and archived as part of a 
developing system of comprehensive surveillance, subsequently expanded by the 
NKVD and its secret police successors into a central component of social control. 
Initially, the materials seemed to be evidence of what ordinary people were 
thinking and feeling, authored by a legion of informants. They seemed unusually 
good sources for how the actualities of individual experience contradicted the 
ways it was recorded in Soviet historiography. On further exploration, however, 
scholars realized that many of these descriptions were written and rewritten both 
initially and as they traveled upwards in the system to provide the authorities 
with the descriptions they wanted to receive. When they got to the archives, 
archivists themselves catalogued them as authentic descriptions of popular 
feeling. What the archives were actually creating, however, was not an alternative 
narrative about popular mood but an account of the surveillance network itself. 

The case of imperial interests in China provides another example of authorial 
archives, one that reflects a desire to write a “rational” history of Chinese history 
and culture in western terms, what James Hevia has called the decoding and 
recoding of Asia. Hevia argues that comprehending even mundane archival and 
administrative processes are essential for “understanding the relation between 
the real and the fictional, between the archives and imaginings of empire.” In 
nineteenth-century China, British administrators and archivists worked to 
assemble documentation in centralized sites—nodal points of archival accumula- 
tion that, in Hevia’s view also “allowed authority to collect.” In effect, however, 
these archives, like those studied by Stoler and Dirks, not only “authored” the 
narratives of British imperial adventure in China; they produced essential ele- 
ments of British imperial identity.“ As Thomas Richards suggests, the archive 
here was less a specific institution than an entire epistemological complex for 
representing knowledge within the context of empire, “a fantasy of knowledge 
collected and united in the service of state and Empire.”* 

These sources also engaged other kinds of narratives, what Hevia cleverly calls 
the “imperial” knowledge of China.“ As he shows, for example, in 1913 Hosea B. 
Morse’s Trade and Administration of the Chinese Empire combined statistical tables 
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and documents into a narrative of economic progress using documents he helped 
assemble in his position in the Imperial Maritime Customs. Morse’s most thor- 
ough compilations were his five-volume The Chronicles of the East India Company 
Trading to China, 1615-1834, and his three-volume International Relations of the 
Chinese Empire 1834-1911.°° These volumes became, in effect, the standard archi- 
val window into western understanding of China, one that was framed by index- 
ing and cataloguing practices that authored a taxonomy of historical significance. 
As with Geary’s medieval cartularies, and Dirks’ South Asian materials, archivists 
and cataloguers like Morse not only constructed particular categories of under- 
standing, as Stoler has shown was the case in other colonial archives; they were 
actively involved in creating many of the documents that produced particular nar- 
ratives of engagement, transformation, and progress. 

As in China, how archivists and archives select specific kinds of documenta- 
tion from a multiplicity of bureaucratic interactions on the basis of their own 
self-conscious sense of administrative authority is a process that is always set 
within larger issues of power and administrative direction. Archival processes 
reflect these relationships in all repositories, but especially in the various kinds 
of identity archives where these relationships are often quite explicit. Archival 
processes here can then author material in similar ways.” 

For good historians, documents may therefore “speak for themselves” but 
archivists actively create their “voice,” since the representations of historical truth 
constantly circle around prefigured archival categories of selection and retention. 
In the hands of good scholars, documents can consequently be quite destabilizing 
to the historical narratives the archive itself helps author. Implicit here is the con- 
tentious notion that the historical meanings of sources are not inherent. For 
scholars trained within the conceptual frameworks of postmodernism, and per- 
haps especially those now engaged in research in identity archives, this idea would 
seem axiomatic. One of the scholarly needs underlying the organization of these 
repositories was that of disengaging the “fixed” meanings that identity materials 
in traditional historical archives seemed to have acquired. 


Contesting Discourses: Archives 
and History across the Divide 


New challenges to the ways historians have understood and processed the past 
have thus been challenges as well to archives and their sources. Historicizing the 
nature of historical narration demands a corresponding historicizing of the essen- 
tialism of documents, as well as archival practices. Perhaps most important, the 
opening of the archival divide has made the question of how and why sources 
should be regarded as historical—in the sense of carrying interpretative weight 
about the past, rather than simply being old—one that must be increasingly 
addressed by the historical community itself, rather than the archivists. Indeed, 
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attributing historical qualities to particular kinds of documentation is no longer 
an essential part of most archival practices. In an earlier time, when historians 
and archivists constituted a single professional community and largely focused 
their attention on great men and political institutions, the words “historical” and 
“old” were used interchangeably. In contrast, contemporary archivists are no 
longer prepared to unravel the many layers of historical meaning that might lie 
within the materials they administer. Away from historians, on the other side of 
the divide, the archivist can no longer incorporate the multiple, interdisciplinary, 
conceptually broad, and ever-shifting historiographical categories in any archivally 
useful way. 

Should the traditional juridical-administrative justification for archives, 
grounded in conceptualizations of the state and nation, therefore be replaced by 
sociocultural justifications grounded in wider public policies and uses, as the 
Canadian archivist Terry Cook has suggested?°? And if so, what is the responsi- 
bility of the state or public archive, like that of the public library, to assure that 
alternative historical voices be archived and heard? Should archives in any 
respect be obligated, in other words, to discourage the selective remembering 
that selective archiving engenders? Are the national archives of multiethnic 
states bound by their very obligations to the state to acquire and preserve mate- 
rials that themselves define contending identities and construct conflicting 
social memories? 

One common position on this issue is that initiative in these matters is best 
left to identity archives organized by different social interest groups, rather than 
the state. This solution may facilitate new kinds of understanding, as we have 
suggested, but it also encourages a selective forgetting. And what about even 
stronger forms of social amnesia? Should professional and ethical responsibilities 
obligate identity archives to preserve access to materials that document alterna- 
tive understandings or explanations, providing like the Abu-Graib photographs 
“counter-archives” for counter-narratives?® If historians are held to ethical 
norms that assure they do not distort their sources, do archivists have a respon- 
sibility to preserve materials that may be destructive to identity myths or that 
contest social memories that are prefigured in the archive’s mission or objective? 
Must there be a place in private Jewish collections, for example, or Israeli state 
archives, for anti-Zionist materials, those that attest to powerful secular tradi- 
tions, or even in the case of the Holocaust to the roles of Jewish (and other) col- 
laborators? These questions can (and have) been posed as well in the case of Vichy 
France, the Quisling movement in Norway, and with regard to collaborationists 
elsewhere. How must we understand the archive and its processes to be confident 
that historians will be able to extract alternative narratives from documentation 
already embedded in the archive’s own institutional formation and contingent 
descriptive categories? Where are the sources for alternative possibilities? Counter- 
meanings can be clearly inscribed in these archives only if archivists question 
the authority their repositories reflect, and engage in the discourses, dominant 
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and marginal, that have conceptualized their formation and structured their 
practices. 

Here we circle back to the difficult issues we started with: how the past is dif- 
ferently processed by archivists and historians; and what the roles are of archi- 
vists themselves, in addition to archival institutions, in giving the sources specific 
kinds of meaning. To understand its implications for both contemporary archives 
and the new digitized archives of the present and future, we need now to take a 
much closer look at what archivists actually do. 


The Archivist as Activist in the Production 
of (Historical) Knowledge 


Among its other effects, the appearance in 1995 of Jacques Derrida’s Mal d'Archive 
signaled a burst of new interest in archives as cultural and social artifacts.1 A 
number of interdisciplinary explorations soon followed, some in the form of sem- 
inars and conferences, some in print. Two issues of the British journal History of 
the Human Sciences were devoted entirely to the archive in its various forms and 
representations.” A major conference on “Archiving Modernism” focused on the 
question “What is an ‘Archive’?” A gathering at the Radcliffe Institute devoted to 
“Opening Up the Archives” focused on access to and understanding of complex 
archives worldwide. In 2001, Carolyn Steedman published Dust: The Archive and 
Cultural History.’ 

Each of these explorations regarded the archive as central to the ways histo- 
rians and other scholars understand the past. In the jargon of our times, the 
archive was problematized as part of broader historiographical and epistemolog- 
ical issues: how historical knowledge is formed and processed. Aside from the sub- 
stance of these explorations, what is most interesting about them is the almost 
total absence of archivists themselves from the discussion. The understanding of 
those who work in the repositories, who are trained in the complex processes of 
records creation, retention, and accessibility, and whose knowledge of how 
archives actually function were relegated to the margins, mirroring the marginal- 
ization of historians in the archivists’ own appraisal debates that were occurring 
at the same time. We doubt that this slight was intentional. But it signals an addi- 
tional aspect of the separation between the professional interests of historians 
and archivists—the cultural and disciplinary elements of the archival divide. 

These contemporary forays into the idea of the archive reflect two quite dif- 
ferent readings about the activities of archivists and their roles in the production 
of historical knowledge: the documentation in any form that over time becomes, 
de facto, a foundation for future historical understanding. The first reading engages 
the abstract idea that the archives is a place for “uncovering,” reflecting as Jacques 
Derrida suggested, user practices of articulation and repression. Michel Foucault 
has elaborated on this notion by regarding the archive as sets of processes through 
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which scholars and other users relate statements to “events” and “things.” In his 
Archaeology of Knowledge, he theorizes archives as elements of social organiza- 
tional hierarchy, with their own languages and systems. As with Derrida, the 
archive here becomes a “construction” of, and surrogate for, the processes of indi- 
vidual memory, as well as a manifestation of deeper psychological processes of 
personal and social recollection.* 

Absent here again is any significant role for the archivist. He or she serves sim- 
ply as a (sometimes officious) keeper of the record. Although Carolyn Steedman 
has strong words for Derrida about what “archive fever” is really all about—in her 
view, it is a matter of bacteriology, not psychology—she goes even further in 
diminishing any notion of the archivist as active in knowledge production. The 
archive is a stable, static, dusty enterprise full of what she calls “stuff” and watched 
over by its keepers.° 

Steedman’s Dust nicely articulates this first reading: the common and enduring 
sense that the archives are “catacombs” of manuscripts in Michelet’s terms: an 
eternal tomb of long corridors neatly arranged years ago and scarcely disturbed 
since. Upon these accumulations of neatly tied bundles, files, and dossiers are 
the layers of very real (and sometime physically infectious) dust that the histo- 
rian, not the archivist, must literally blow away, uncovering the equally physical 
realities of the past.® Indeed, how often are dust and archives associated in the 
public imagination? And how often is the dusty archive associated with the pas- 
sive clerks who preserve it? For Steedman and Michelet, as well as, we daresay, 
most historians, the archive and archivist are both static and quiet, a warehouse 
and watchman for the often random documentary residue of the past. Both 
wait patiently (and sometimes forever) for readers “unintended” by those who 
produced the documents, as Steedman puts it, to transform the texts of regis- 
ters, memoranda, reports, and the like into coherent narratives of some imag- 
ined past. 

While archives and archivists are usually acknowledged in prefatory state- 
ments to historical studies, it is the historian and the historian alone who is seen 
as active in processing historical knowledge. Historians, not archivists, engage 
archival materials with the dynamism of individual or “national imagining,” to 
use the terminology of scholars of identity. Historians, not archivists, infuse 
ideas, imagination, and interpretation into the archives. The writing of history 
processes the past through engagement with vestigial, dust-laden archival scraps, 
a process that is ideally dynamic, thoughtful, and full of decisions that the histo- 
rian alone must make. In contrast, as Steedman puts it, the stuff of the archive 
just “sits there” until it is seen.’ 

A second quite different reading sees the archive and archivist as direct prod- 
ucts of changing cultures, each in their own ways. Here, archives and archivists 
are thought of as representations and representatives of dynamic social, cultural, 
and political processes. What intrigues the historical anthropologist Ann Stoler 
about the archives, for example, is “an emotional economy manifest in disparate 
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understandings of what was imagined, what was feared, what was witnessed, and 
what was overheard.”® 

This reading emphasizes what we might call the “cultural determinant” approach 
to archives. It has the advantage, in our view, of recognizing the role of archivists 
themselves. Here it is the archive that creates the structures of contemporary and 
historical understanding. This approach abstracts an archive of a different sort, 
one that is important and useful especially to contemporary scholars engaged in 
studies of empire, subalterns, colonization, or “postcoloniality.” But while we are 
sympathetic to the understanding of archives it engages, it is again a perspective 
that places archivists themselves in the position of the agents of action, rather 
than its initiators. And like the conceptions of archival passivity, it is also one that 
remains at some distance from the work professional archivists actually do. 

In fact, as even Derrida and Steedman would admit, the archive has its own 
dynamic, as do even the most static of cultural or political institutions. The issue 
in attempting to understand this dynamic from a perspective outside the archive 
is not one of “static” archives or of “passive” archivists. Nor is it a question of the 
lack of agency on the part of archivists. Rather, it is the lack of transparency about 
what actually occurs in the archive for anyone not directly engaged in its pro- 
cesses. Indeed, far from being a site of passive curation, archives seen from the 
inside out are places of constant decision making, where archivists themselves, 
like historians and others scholars, are constantly involved in processes that 
shape the “stuff” from which history is made. 

Thoughtful archivists are themselves not unmindful of the implications for 
scholars of how archival records are selected, assembled, represented, and distrib- 
uted. More than twenty years ago, the Australian archivist Ann Pederson wrote 
that the activism of archivists in assembling the record “may even be said to be 
orchestrating the quantity and quality of documentation and thus intervening to 
produce resources for future history which would not otherwise be available.”® 
Like other archivists, however, Pederson was not emphasizing the activism of her 
colleagues in this regard so much as worrying that that “this type of intrusion into 
the natural course of events does not harmonize well with traditional archival 
principles which advocate a much more neutral and objective stance for the archi- 
vist.”° The issue for her and others was to hold on to professional representations 
of neutrality rather than to confront the issues that activism involves. 

Is it also therefore the case that the archivist is active in creating historical 
knowledge? In other words, do archivists function through their practices, place- 
ments, and self-conceptions to create particular kinds of historical universes? Do 
their everyday practices help define the parameters by which the historical knowl- 
edge latent in their materials is produced? And if so, is this an aspect of archiving 
that yesterday’s curators and today’s technologically trained records managers are 
themselves generally aware? 

The answers lie in two areas. The first is an explicit and clearly articulated set of 
practices and procedures that hone documentary records directly within specific 
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frameworks of archival time and space. The second is a broader less explicit cul- 
tural dimension outside the literal boundaries of the archives that implicitly 
shapes archivists’ decisions on what ultimately comes to the stacks. 


Assembling the Record: The Essentialist 
Foundations of Agency in the Archive 
and the Mediations of Archival Practice 


As archival administration turned toward essentialism, the specific historical 
authorities that had long guided the processes of document evaluation yielded as 
we have seen to a reemphasis on authorities derived from the activity that gener- 
ated the record itself, its essential foundation. These contextual authorities freed 
the archivist from having to wrestle with changing historiographies and notions 
of what might be “historically important” in determining the significance of doc- 
uments that had largely guided their custodial predecessors. But while the new 
essentialism has shifted both archival authorities and professional activists 
toward institutional contexts in the generation of records, it has hardly dimin- 
ished their active role in assembling these materials. In thousands of archival 
institutions across the globe, decisions are made every day on the selection, reten- 
tion, and description of records that will eventually become the historian’s 
sources. These are explicit actions, clearly set in broader local and national 
cultures of records creation and disposition. In the conduct of their professional 
responsibilities, archivists preside over what ultimately forms the archive. 

The first step in acquisition is to determine the relationship of a body of docu- 
ments to the collecting responsibilities and interests of the archival institution 
that will ultimately administer and house the records. ‘The first task of the archi- 
vist is consequently to determine which materials of a sponsoring agency it should 
receive and why. The process is similar in collecting or identity archives, since even 
a broad collecting mandate has to be applied to specific kinds of materials. 

In the United States, for example, the National Archives and Records Adminis- 
tration must take into consideration a very broad mandate to preserve the “records 
of American democracy” as generated through the governmental process"’. In 
France, where the Archives Nationales is supposed to hold the “records of the na- 
tion,” the Department of Defense and other government agencies have their own 
separate repositories, and hence their own mandates for archivists to apply. In 
some cases the acquisition may be based on a legal mandate or requirement such 
as a data set from a weather satellite. 

The tensions and difficulties in determining the parameters of these mandates 
have been evident in the changing ways national archivists make their selections 
for inclusion. In the early years of the National Archives, U.S. archivists concen- 
trated on acquiring government materials in terms of their current and potential 
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historic value. Over time, they began to assume an increasingly broad sense of the 
archives’ potential service to a broader public rather than to scholars alone. Gene- 
alogical material came to play an increasingly important role here, corresponding 
to a developing public interest in these materials. At Library and Archives Canada, 
the mandate to preserve the documentary foundation of Canadian history has 
been subordinated over time to a broader cultural mission focused on social 
memory.” 

Acquisition decisions must also engage what might be called the “ownership” 
issue, although the actual ownership of materials to be archived is rarely in ques- 
tion. What archivists confront here is really the claims of originating agencies or 
other donors to control the transfer process. Government agencies may have a 
legal obligation to transfer their materials because their documents officially 
belong to the government, but which materials agencies actually prepare for 
transfer, how they prepare them, and when transfers occur are still under their 
control. Even within specific institutional settings, archivists can assemble the 
record only by knowing how and when to intervene: for example, by relying on 
persuasion or scheduling records for transfer according to a set schedule. 

In collecting institutions, the process of acquisition is made more complex bya 
focus on donor relations. It is not uncommon for private donors to overvalue the 
materials they think an archive should retain, especially when these touch on 
their own experiences or careers. Sometime private donors want to insist that 
archives accept their donation in its entirety. Obviously, many sponsoring 
agencies and donors also pay the bills, or are otherwise in a position to influence 
an archival accession. Negotiating the transfer, gift, or purchase can thus be a 
particularly difficult part of the acquisition process. Testing the sensitivities of 
donor tolerance often requires an archivist to have skills attuned to personalities 
as much as to the assembling of materials. In the final analysis, the archivist has 
as much ability to resist, encourage, or even compel transfers from resistant 
donors as he or she has time, knowledge of the materials, and negotiating skill, as 
well as in some cases a familiarity with the law. 

Once archivists actually manage to get their hands on the documents they have 
identified for inclusion in the archives, the next step usually involves a careful 
review or “survey” of the records.’ The archival survey is the archivist’s first explicit 
mediation in the content of acquired records. It begins with a quick review of the 
corpus of records, assesses their quantity and form, and distinguishes what the 
archivist may regard as routine records from those related to policy or other broader 
issues, including possibly their importance to scholars if the archivist is so inclined. 
Additional aspects of the survey include determining whether records can by sam- 
pled as illustrative, rather than retained in their entirety; whether they adequately 
reflect the practices of the originating agency if they are institutional records; and 
how the records as a whole meet the archival needs and objectives of the donor. 
With digital records, surveys also require attention to questions of technical 
systems, formats, the fixity of text or data, and the utility especially of metadata 
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sets, such as undifferentiated e-mail files. Here archivists can appraise only large 
categories of data, not individual files or documents. In all of these areas, a seem- 
ingly routine survey process involves quite active archival intervention. 

While the kinds of decisions archivists must make at this stage are similar in 
institutional and collecting archives, the scale of mediation is often quite dif- 
ferent. So are the kinds of negotiations a survey might prompt. In the late 1970s, 
for example, a consortium of archives in the northeastern United States was 
called in to survey a whole warehouse of historical records from the long defunct 
New York Central System and the Pennsylvania Railroad, stored by the Conrail 
Corporation. These consisted of some 360,000 linear feet of materials housed in 
seven contiguous warehouses. After two years work only some 20,000 linear feet 
were retained. The remainder, judged by the process to be of secondary and even 
marginal value, was destroyed." 

Archivists now make similar kinds of decisions even with records that were 
once thought to be permanent. In the early 1980s, to take another example, archi- 
vists surveyed 150 years of Massachusetts Superior Court records running to 
hundreds of linear feet. They soon found themselves unable to tell whether all 
cases should be regarded as having equal value, whether thick files represented 
more significant or simply more complicated cases, or which cases might be 
thought to be samples of the court’s policies and behaviors over time. In this case, 
local historians were brought in to help. While scholarly input seemed important 
to the process, even this unusual intervention did not relieve the archivists of 
their difficult tasks, since the scholars’ views could not be assumed to reflect the 
interests that their colleagues in the future might bring to the collection.” 

Once the survey identifies those records that archivists think are most appro- 
priate for the archive, the next step is to accession them into the repository. Those 
that are not accessioned are either returned to the donor or, more commonly, 
destroyed. Sometimes paper documents are accessioned gradually, sometimes all 
at once. For practical reasons archivists may prefer the originating agency or 
donor to determine when the desired records are to be transferred over time, and 
even which future records fit what the survey has determined was accessionable 
material. The archivist essentially delegates to the originator of the record the 
authority to dispose of what the archivists think they do not want. 


Archival Appraisal: Assigning Value to Records 


It may come as a surprise to many historians, but accessioning materials into an 
archive once they have been surveyed does not necessarily mean they will be pre- 
served. With paper records, the next step in the process involves the archivist’s 
appraisal of individual files or record sets to determine which ones specifically 
reflect what the survey initially deemed important about the collection as a whole. 
With smaller acquisitions, as well as in smaller digital or paper archives, appraisal 
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may be part of the initial survey. In major repositories and with large groups of 
records, appraisal is more complicated and may require archivists who are familiar 
and experienced with similar kinds of materials. On occasion, and depending on 
the nature of the materials, archivists may also seek counsel from historians or 
other outside experts. 

It is at this point that archivists—and almost always archivists alone—decide 
which documents to save and which to destroy. Most often there is an effort to 
eliminate duplicates and “routine” materials, so that a researcher is not buried in 
repetitive minutia. Where surveys have designated records of considerable impor- 
tance, appraisal is often made file by file, by reviewing individual documents and 
documentary sets. For experienced archivists, this process is often a well informed, 
even intuitive activity: what seems “inconsequential” or “repetitive” in the record 
can appear obvious and self-evident to an archivist familiar with similar sets of 
material. 

There can also be cases where whole sections of documents are removed, often 
because archivists assume rightly or wrongly that similar and better material can 
be found elsewhere. Again, the rationale for these kinds of separations is derived 
from essentialist archival policies and particular institutional definitions. As the 
Canadian scholar archivist Tom Nesmith has observed, however, destruction can 
privilege some records in the process of destroying others by repositioning or 
reframing materials that survive, indirectly adding to their importance.’® 

In appraising individual documents and files, the archivist’s professional 
responsibility is still largely grounded on the categories of evidence and informa- 
tion laid out in classical form by Theodore Schellenberg. “Evidence” covers qual- 
ities in the record that testifies to the specifics of administrative policies, finances, 
or law. “Information” covers materials that include data considered central to 
administrative functions, such as census schedules. The U.S. National Archives 
and Records Administration, for example, still uses the word “evidence” to under- 
score its broader mission, although in recent years archivists have been devel- 
oping new criteria for appraisal that move well beyond these traditional ones."” 

It is at this point that the eclipse of specific historical authorities as guideposts 
in the process of document evaluation becomes strikingly evident. All the litera- 
ture that now guides the appraisal process rests on the importance of authorities 
derived from the record-producing activities themselves, its essential foundation. 
As we have seen, this essentialist approach has also helped archivists address the 
problem of bulk in both paper and digital form. Here again there is studied neu- 
trality with respect to various historical issues, schools, and interpretations. 
During the 1980s, for example, the U.S. government annually generated close to 
100 million cubic feet of various kinds of records; by 2002, its employees were 
estimated to be handling more than 37 billion e-mails alone each year, let alone 
the equally exponential growth of other state transactions. From an archival 
perspective, there has simply been no practical way for these documents to 
appraised and retained in terms other than the ways they mattered to their 
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generating institutions. Moreover, there has been little investment by archivists 
in the analysis of actual nodes of power within governmental institutions, or his- 
torical shifts in power relations among agencies themselves over time. As a result, 
archivists have necessarily relied on enduring perceptions concerning importance 
or the position of a particular agency in the broader administrative hierarchy of 
an institution. 

Thus, the particular structure of an institution or organization can also inform 
the appraisal process, sometimes in subtle ways. For example, archivists may be 
more interested in documenting high-level interactions “of consequence” and 
tend to dismiss the activities of lesser staff as “routine.” Similar choices may be 
made in judgments that particular records are more likely to be needed in the 
future than others, and appraise them positively on this basis rather than on 
notions of enduring values. Intuitively or not, however, it is at this point in the 
processing of archival materials that the future historical record is created. 

Archivists make decisions constantly. While international professional stan- 
dards still require that the archivist not intentionally appraise the record from a 
particular bias or point of view, the sheer quantity of contemporary records, espe- 
cially digital documents, requires a fairly draconian policy of weeding out mate- 
rials regardless of the archivists’ best intentions. Although future scholarly users 
may not know it, this might well be the most important contextual reality that 
determines what materials they can use.’ 


The Interventions of Arrangement and Description 


The practices of archival arrangement and description are a further moment of 
activism for the archivist, one which also has significant implications for the ways 
historical knowledge is formed. While appraisal is a discipline of discrimination 
(it removes material), arrangement and description is a discipline of representa- 
tion and is additive." Archivists have traditionally arranged and described records 
to convey a general and accurate sense of their content. As with other elements of 
processing, professional archivists have long regarded this as another neutral act, 
based on objective concepts of original order and respect des fonds.*° Yet the prep- 
aration of descriptions is also a deliberate and creative act of representation. 
However professionally it is done, and however detached the archivist might be 
from the inherent qualities of the records, it is thus a further point of significant 
mediation. 

Depending on the repository, this can be a source of user complaint. Descrip- 
tion is a multilayered activity. Ideally it is meant to convey accurately the content 
and structure of a holding, but it is always contingent on the capacities and inter- 
ests of the archivist, as well as the values reflected in the archive.” At the very 
least, it is a challenging and often contested task, the point of access where users 
sometimes throw up their hands in despair. In some archives, descriptions have 
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traditionally been signed by their authors. In principle, this allows a user at least 
the possibility of seeking additional information from the archivist most familiar 
with the collection. In actual practice, and especially over time, the user has to 
rely on whoever is available for help, including that of other scholars using the 
archives. 

The Vatican Archives provide a good example of the challenges of description. 
Scholars have often complained that descriptions here are impenetrable and diffi- 
cult to use. They mistakenly imagine this means the holdings themselves are dis- 
organized. What is actually at issue is the inadequacy of the descriptive structure. 
Although scholars almost never see them, the stacks of the Vatican archives are 
very neatly arranged. Similar holdings are shelved together in neat chronologies 
and grouped by their originating agencies, just as they were initially shelved in the 
offices that created them. Some material has been on the shelves in this way for 
more than 400 years, added to or not depending on the nature of the record series. 
Using language, terminology, and protocols established at the time the records 
were created, and which have served as indices to their contents, it is possible for 
very knowledgeable scholars to retrieve a file with some precision (although some 
registers, unfortunately, refer to material that was lost during the Napoleonic 
wars and no longer exists). Not all users, however, understand the particular 
descriptive language that arises from the nature of the Vatican bureaucracy and 
has consequently been used in the preparation of finding aids and indexes. More 
commonly, scholars have to rely on knowledgeable archivists, if they can be found, 
or laboriously trace the footnotes of previous users to find clues about documents 
they might want. While archivists at the Archivio Segreto have been responding 
to this problem by preparing more comprehensive and accurate listings, the new 
aids have little contextual information. The nature of the work of the agency of 
origin of the record is not explained. Nor do they offer any insights on the possi- 
bilities for the use of the material. For example what records series may contain 
information on works of art or on artists. 

The separate Archives for the Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF) 
at the Vatican is a notable exception. Under the direction of a historian at the 
University of Padova, Ugo Baldini, a comprehensive effort has been undertaken to 
analyze the nature and range of holdings of the records of the Congregation of the 
Index of Forbidden Books that are housed in the CDF Archives. Though these 
records date back to the sixteenth century, they were only opened for research in 
1998. The project is designed to provide a comprehensive understanding of the 
varied record types, institutional processes, and organizational structures used by 
the congregation. These records can then be used more effectively as a source for 
understanding intellectual life in Europe over the past centuries. In many ways 
the Baldini project is the exception that proves the rule, in the Vatican archives as 
well as elsewhere. The magnitude of the task of description, as well as the time 
and knowledge it requires, preclude the kinds of finding aids most scholars want 
and need.” 
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Elsewhere, in Soviet-era archives, for example, historians and others encounter 
a different problem. Here the very categories of archival classification often struc- 
ture the kinds of materials scholars can find. As the former head of the Russian 
State Historical Archive has written, Soviet archival catalogs were often as mucha 
hindrance to scholars in these terms as a help, since their descriptions were not 
comprehensive listings of records holdings but rather attempted to construct in 
advance the types of historical subjects their users were to research.” For most 
western scholars working in Soviet archives, moreover, descriptive materials were 
entirely unavailable. Scholars described their topics to archivists, indicated the 
fonds and files they knew from other work were likely to contain materials they 
wanted, and hoped for the best. 

Archival description is also closely tied to another task: the physical placement of 
the records in particular boxes in a particular order. Most modern archivists have 
given priority to the original order of the records, physically arranging records as 
they were in the originating office. Files arranged chronologically at their points of 
origin have remained so in the archives; those organized by topics are kept according 
to those rubrics. Again, the archivist’s professional objectivity with respect to the 
files ostensibly precludes their reordering. Yet his or her reliance on original arrange- 
ments in preparing archival descriptions can sometimes camouflage their contents 
and obscure their possible relevance to the kinds of topics scholars are researching. 

While arrangement in many cases is a similar reflection of original order, 
materials often arrive at repositories in no recognizable order whatsoever. Here 
the archivist must try to arrange the records in ways that highlight what is most 
germane to the archives’ own mission. The emphasis in these cases is to point to 
how and why a collection or record series was chosen for accession. The resulting 
descriptive materials may be a reflection of the archivist’s own predilections with 
regard to a particular understanding of the purpose of the archival institution. 
Even the most objective descriptions and physical placements are also to some 
degree culture bound. Placing the records of political opponents in “special collec- 
tions” in Soviet archives, or hiding FBI investigations of “subversives” in separate 
repositories is a way of producing and reproducing cultural values and prescribing 
what was historically significant. 

Insightful archivists like Elizabeth Yakel have struggled with the implications 
of these mediations, insisting to sometimes resistant colleagues that finding aids 
are best thought of as “representational systems that are both manifestations of 
a culture as well as the infrastructure to support that culture.” Preparing even the 
most useful of finding aids is thus “not always a routine matter. Information is 
moved around, assumptions are made about administrative as well as descriptive 
information, and other liberties are taken with the original text and structure of 
the finding aid.””* Yet finding aids are gateways to the past. How they are prepared 
is thus as important as what they say. 

Finally in the area of appraisal and arrangement is the ubiquitous problem of 
capacity: there are simply not enough professional archivists capable of addressing 
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what have long been monumental tasks. In recent years some archivists have tried 
to address this problem with what are known as “scope and content” notes: 
abstracts based on the processing archivists’ particular knowledge of a collection 
that do not provide comprehensive descriptions or subject analysis. Scope and 
content notes can usefully indicate, for example, whether records mirror the 
structure of the originating agency, or contain significant gaps in the total scope 
of the generating agency’s activities and records, injecting some transparency into 
the descriptive process. Still, such notes cannot link past and contemporary 
research to the possibilities of the records being described, let alone meet other 
possible needs of future users. 


Mediations in the Reading Room: 
Access and Reference 


Once the record group has been arranged and described, the final stage of acces- 
sion should make the collection available to users. Here again, however, the archi- 
vist must act to assure a repository’s particular rules concerning access are put 
into effect. Questions of access in their most familiar forms involve any condi- 
tions that restrict material. In some cases these are determined by archival laws 
and other kinds of proscriptions, and cover such matters as individual privacy, 
specific codes of classification, or more elastic matters concerning corporate 
secrets, organizational integrity, or national security. Particularly in government 
archives there are, rigidly defined systems of classification that generally cover 
whole bodies of material, especially those designated rightly or wrongly as relating 
to issues of security. There are also legal restrictions on access to records, such as 
the U.S. Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act.” The archives of tobacco com- 
panies have included highly sensitive material about the cultivation of addiction, 
some of which has only been pried loose by court order in civil suits. 

This kind of intrusion into record-keeping practices of classification can only 
be applied with some degree of caution. To lean too heavily on an individual’s or 
agency’s own interests in the administration of records risks encouraging a secre- 
tive records environment. At one time, for example, the Walter Reuther Library of 
Labor and Urban Affairs at Wayne State University in Detroit limited access to 
anyone working for the government in order to reduce the possibility that its 
holdings on strikes and other labor protests might lead to prosecutions. In these 
and other matters of access, the archivist effectively functions as a mediator 
between the interests of the document’s creator and the user.”° 

For years following the Soviet government’s confiscation of archives in occu- 
pied Eastern Europe, Russian collections at Columbia and Stanford were also very 
closely guarded lest their materials be used by the “wrong” people or otherwise 
fall into “hostile” hands. Such environments can be tolerated in private corporate 
settings, but in public settings, restrictions commonly appear as violations of 
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user rights. On the other hand, if donors or agencies feel that either public or 
private archives are too liberal in granting access, the archive risks losing their 
trust, and hence their deposits. Important and sought after records may then find 
their way into other forms of storage, be destroyed, or not be created at all. In 
highly charged cases like that of the extraordinarily detailed archives of the Inter- 
national Tracing Service in Bad Arolsen, Germany (a vast collection of documen- 
tation on victims of Nazi persecution, opened only in 2007), institutional values 
and politics invariably trumped public demands for access.” The same is true for 
other sensitive collections. Court appeals may produce specific remedies in indi- 
vidual cases, but the archivist’s activism even here can be directed toward protect- 
ing institutional values and what he or she may believe is the integrity of the 
record. 

Moreover, in the digital environment there are new kinds of pressure on archi- 
val access. A whole new industry of data mining and harvesting has grown up 
around even the most unstructured digital data banks, and which may remain 
active even after the material has been archived. In the paper environment, by 
contrast, the challenge of culling large records collections or administrative files 
has always been somewhat discouraging to all but the most determined and sys- 
tematic researchers. Different kinds of information have existed in all traditional 
archives in what Justice John Paul Stevens once called a state of “practical obscu- 
rity.” While professional historians may have the time and patience to sift 
through vast amounts of documentation, other users like journalists, legislators, 
and Supreme Court clerks usually have little of either. Here too, consequently, 
there is pressure to make materials more accessible, effectively leaving the task of 
choosing relevant documents to the archivist. 

Private for-profit companies have consequently developed programs capable of 
mining huge data repositories and aggregates of digital storage sites for informa- 
tion specifically tailored to their clients’ needs. On one hand, these commercial 
services expose the content of various archives to broader publics. On the other, 
the possibilities of misuse, identity theft, or just unwarranted intrusion push the 
digital repositories themselves against the standards that bar inappropriate per- 
sonal or institutional disclosure. Policies that discourage unwarranted disclosure 
will also have an impact on scholarly access. Institutions will be under pressure to 
withhold access to their digital holdings if they fear the legal consequences of 
misuse. 

Finally in the long process of creating an archival record is the mediation 
between the archivist and the user at the archives’ points of reference. This may 
occur at formal “Information” or “Research Assistance” desks in large and heavily 
used repositories or simply through conversations between users and curators. As 
every archival scholar knows, the quality of reference assistance depends on an 
archivist’s background, knowledge, experience, and personal disposition. Few 
researchers in Soviet archives were unaware that small tokens of esteem were 
always culturally appreciated, even if they were not in any sense an obligation; 
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and as we have seen, historians from Ranke’s time forward have benefited from 
other kinds of personal associations that opened otherwise locked doors. 

Of all the mediating practices of the archivist, it is perhaps archival reference 
that is most in jeopardy from the archival divide. Archivists newly trained in the 
technologies of records management cannot always act in ways that effectively 
consider the implications of new historiographies or other kinds of scholarship. 
The subject interests of users in contemporary archival materials are already 
filtered through the necessary processes of appraisal, arrangement, and descrip- 
tion. Future encounters between historians and archivists are not likely to see the 
kind of convergence between an archivist’s expertise, the usefulness of descrip- 
tion, and the substantive quality of documentation that has traditionally sus- 
tained historical scholarship.” 


The Active Archivist and Cultures 
of Records Production 


The work of the archivist is thus one of an active professional who is required to 
manage accumulations of documents and records within the constraints of their 
resources. In this role the archivist actively interacts with documentation in ways 
that shape what future generations will know as the record of the past. Clearly the 
archivist has substantial agency here in shaping and defining what constitutes the 
archive itself—the explicit activist interventions that shape historical knowledge. 

There is also another kind of influence at work here, however, one that is less 
explicit but still of importance in how we understand how the archival record has 
been constituted more broadly. No matter how active, archivists must work within 
a particular universe of documentation, and make selections only from these 
materials. How that universe is constituted depends on the social, political, and 
cultural forces that encouraged the creation of records in the first place. 

The idea of a culture of record keeping is hardly new, and certainly one that 
historians and other scholars of record-conscious societies like Russia, France, 
and China know very well.” The conceptual, as well as practical, missions of state 
archives in democratic and authoritarian regimes alike validate social and political 
processes, as well as record them. As we have seen, the explicit mission statement 
of the National Archives in the United States is that all Americans will understand 
the vital role records play in a democracy.” This positions the culture of documen- 
tation as part of a political and social heritage, with its own implications for social 
and cultural understandings of openness and accountability. Reflecting on the 
history of the Archives Nationales in France, Lucie Favier comparably saw its task 
as one of preserving la mémoire de l’état—a broader mission linking archivists 
and archives to cultural notions of France as a nation.” And in both Soviet and 
post-Soviet Russia, historical archives have been structured and represented quite 
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consciously to legitimize political and social values, as we have shown, reflecting 
cultures of party and personality, as well as historical teleologies.* 

At a more fundamental level, the predominance of text in archives has itself 
reflected a discrete cultural understanding of records production, at least until 
recently. Authority has rested with texts composed of words that can be quoted 
and analyzed with other words. Among other consequences, this has long margin- 
alized visual and oral materials as archival records, as we have suggested, even if, 
as Joan Schwartz has argued, visual materials can no longer be considered simply 
“illustrative” and, along with recordings and other oral materials, might be 
considered for some purposes as important if not more so than their textual 
counterparts. Photographs, once assumed to be “truthful representations, reli- 
able facts, and authentic evidence of some external reality” are themselves, in 
fact, the “product of social practices which, through the containment and ordering 
of facts, offer the promise of knowledge and control.”** The same can be said for 
oral materials.” 

Assembling records that will eventually become “historical” thus engages the 
archivist from the start in mediating competitive and shifting cultural notions of 
value. In both democratic and more authoritarian societies, it often requires 
negotiating as well between the cultures of the archive and those of the records- 
generating group or organization. The familiar story of the Nixon tapes is instruc- 
tive in this regard. Until its sudden termination, the Nixon presidency was the 
most fully documented administration in U.S. history. As we know, almost every 
official Oval Office conversation was recorded, including those whose importance 
to scholars turned out to be that the people involved thought they were literally 
“off the record.” On one hand, presidential archivists struggled almost immedi- 
ately to secure these materials as part of their formal “national heritage” mission. 
On the other, they served at the discretion of the presidential office and quickly 
found themselves in the midst of a bitter conflict over which of these presidential 
records belonged in the national archives. 

The eventual triumph of openness in this struggle ultimately situated the tapes 
in the archives, but the clash of cultures it reflected had an unexpected conse- 
quence. No American president since Nixon (and we dare say no national execu- 
tive in any country since) has allowed a similar real-space, real-time recording 
system to be installed, as far as we know. Almost all Oval Office conversations, on 
or off the record, have no direct transcripts for future scholars to examine. In a 
similar way, a court determination that the diaries of former U.S. Senator Pack- 
wood were public rather than private documents has also chilled a long culture of 
diary production.” Even memoirs and other personally sensitive materials that 
find their way into paper or electronic form have become points of cultural, as well 
as legal and political conflict, further changing the culture of records production 
itself. 

Similar situations can be found in other contexts. The Dutch archivist Peter 
Horsman has studied the city archives of Dordrecht in the Netherlands. From the 
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thirteenth through the nineteenth century, the city underwent a variety of 
changes in the conduct of record-keeping processes. Throughout this time he 
found that archives did indeed reflect the organizations that generated those 
records, namely those of Dordrecht’s city government. But over time there a dif- 
ference in “quality and completeness” of the record emerged as a result of changing 
cultural behaviour of the recordkeeping system.” Horsman concludes that how 
the records keepers approached their tasks and how those cultural practices 
changed over time necessarily affected what was included and what was excluded 
in the corpus of documentation that resulted. *” 

His colleague, Dutch professor, Theo Thomassen goes further in his examina- 
tion of the archives of the Dutch States-General from 1576 to 1796. He finds that 
over a period of four centuries the archives “have constantly been adapted to 
changing ideas and needs.” Clerks and archivists frequently rearranged the archive, 
removing and adding as the politics of the times dictated. The archives proved to 
be both “representations and instruments of power, not only of political power, 
the power to manage and control developments in society, but also of memory 
power, the power to determine how that society is memorized [sic].”** 

We thus need to recognize that the archive is a complex social, political, and 
cultural construction, the product of culturally determined policies and proce- 
dures that may well be forgotten over time as its records sit on shelves, or now 
with digital materials, lie hidden someplace in large machines. The activism of the 
archivist in this broader milieu is thus one of struggling, sometimes quite coura- 
geously, to assure records creation, retention, and release, and thus fulfilling their 
professional responsibilities in the face of cultural resistances. But we also have to 
recognize that there are real limitations here. Even the most active of archivists 
often cannot compel the process without the risk of compromising their appoint- 
ments and positions, especially where archives are the specific creations of spon- 
soring institutions with different institutional cultures. As we know, the heads of 
national archival administrations in most countries are appointed by the heads of 
state, even if they may report to relatively independent legislatures, as in the 
United States. In industry, archivists like those who manage the records of Ford 
Motor, JP Morgan Chase, and Coca Cola have specific reporting lines. The Coca 
Cola archivist, for example, reports to the Vice President for Public Relations, 
which directly affects any conception of what the company’s archive should be 
like. The Presidential Libraries in the United States are an even more dramatic 
example of this effect, as we have suggested, even if they are officially under what 
is supposed to be politically neutral supervision by the Archivist of the United 
States. 

It is in observing government archives of this latter sort that we can get the 
clearest glimpse of the challenges presented in particular cultures of records 
production. In 2006 the office of the U.S. Archivist worked to prevent the Bush 
administration from reclassifying archived materials whose classified status had 
expired and which already had been available to users.” The new Clinton library 
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has accessioned nearly 40 million e-mails that his administration’s permanent 
staff created. One cannot be sure that archivists assembling these materials have 
had any way of knowing how selective these e-mails are or if they will ever be able 
to pass this knowledge on clearly to scholars. A study by Alasdair Roberts provides 
small comfort by pointing out that e-mail has become “too deeply entrenched in 
contemporary work life for self-censorship to be effective” and busy officials 
“struggling to manage an always expanding inbox, find it easier and faster to write 
candidly.”*° But candor is not always what public officials expect to appear in the 
archives. The ease and speed of e-mail and other messaging systems consequently 
prompts easy and quick deletions. 

Paradoxically, the Freedom of Information Acts (FOIA) now in place in many 
countries have also affected the cultures of records production by creating in some 
cases precisely the opposite of what they intended. Within records-generating 
organizations, the very existence of the legislation has affected whether records 
will be generated, retained, or assembled, indeed, the very cultures of administra- 
tion and communication. When records are retained within or outside the archive, 
it is often a “FOIA officer” who is responsible for redacting materials whose release 
has been ordered in accordance with the specific guidelines and categories set out 
in, or derived from, the law, and who therefore mediates between the cultures of 
access (some would say openness) and those of privacy (some would say conceal- 
ment). Although there is great interest in the archival community about the prob- 
lems of the adequacy of documentation, archivists have actually had very limited 
authority over the process of records creation in the paper world. 

This is equally evident in the processes of digital records creation where archi- 
vists rarely can compel a record to be created or released. For example, as Alfred 
Chandler has described, the evolution of corporate records has moved from trans- 
actional data that covered such matters as procurements and sales to complex 
systems designed to measure, analyze, and compile elements of corporate 
behavior over time. In his view, the culture of records production in the modern 
industrial firm has become both an element that affected its administrative and 
organizational development and a consequence of the changes it helped pro- 
duce.“ JoAnne Yates takes this one step further and finds the role of the archivist 
in the process of corporate record keeping linked to a culture of corporate control, 
since documents are not simply informational sources but are specifically designed 
in many cases to shape particular elements of the strategy and structure of corpo- 
rate activity. New forms of analytic documentation resulted that measured stock 
turn in retail, freight per mile for the railroads, hours per unit of production, 
all records designed to inform and rationalize. Records then are consequently 
generated and managed with deliberate and specific expectations in mind.** How 
much of this documentation becomes part of a public archive is thus very much in 
question. Closed archives affect historical understanding. 

The activism of archivists is thus set within particular cultures of records 
production. These may affect the kinds of decisions archivists can make by 
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structuring what records are available for preservation even before the archivist 
engages the processes of their management. 


Archivists within the Cultures of “Collecting 
Institutions” 


These cultural issues affect private and other “collecting institutions” every bit as 
much, as state archives, whose record production is only a fraction of the total 
record universe, and particularly those of identity and other local “collecting” 
repositories that gather materials on specific topics or themes. Such repositories 
abound in the United States but they can be found as well all over the world. In 
some ways these collecting archives even more clearly identify the cultural forces 
that shape the stuff of the archives. Those engaged in organizing local “historical” 
collections or identity archives, for example, act within a context of specific expec- 
tations about the kinds of stories their materials allow to be told. We put histor- 
ical in quotes here to suggest that what the archivists, for example, of local Civil 
War repositories actively acquire in the United States, or those whose mission is 
to record certain historical processes like the “expansion of the American West,” 
cannot in any practical way be conceptually neutral about the stories they want 
their archives to tell. In initiating the archival processes of collecting institutions, 
archivists are thus clearly directed by the repository’s express mission and 
purpose. The same is true with highly professional archivists who administer 
university-based repositories like the Schlesinger Library of Women’s History at 
Radcliffe or the Immigration History Center at the University of Minnesota. 

Here as elsewhere, records and the historical archives they become are prod- 
ucts of particular constructions of history and memory at particular moments in 
time. Decisions on what historical materials to bring into these institutions are 
more often than not determined by specific historiographical conceptions of the 
time or by particular interests of groups located in related communities. As we 
have seen, these collections have their own purposes, designs, and intentionali- 
ties, whether explicitly stated, or, as is more often the case, implicit in the cultural 
practices by which their records are assembled. Even in the case of university col- 
lecting institutions like the Schlesinger Library, particular academic milieus lead 
to both inclusions and exclusions in what becomes their enduring content, signif- 
icantly affecting the broader nature of the historical record. 

Often these missions are the result of past historical interests whose urgency 
for contemporary scholars may has faded. The Hagley Museum and Library in 
Wilmington, Delaware, for example, holds impressive archival collections of more 
than 1,000 American corporate firms, mostly records prior to 1950 and including 
the business records and personal papers of the du Pont family, materials on 
northeastern American railroads, and records of local iron, steel, coal, and oil pro- 
duction in Delaware, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. Although the idea of business 
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history in this institutional sense is of relatively low interest to contemporary 
academic historians, these collections have been rediscovered as historians have 
found new ways of using their content to probe issues relating to more contempo- 
rary topics such as technological change, gender, and environmental concerns. In 
the Vatican, a large amount of shelf space houses collections of Italian families 
that archivists long ago felt were particularly important. The distinguished Insti- 
tute for Social History in Amsterdam was created to focus broadly on socialist 
parties and movements. While its holdings are now of immense historical value, 
scholarly interests in these topics have shifted to different kinds of subjects from 
those that formed the initial conception of the archival collection. Given these 
contemporary historical concerns, one might wish that the decisions about what 
to include in these major archives decades ago had been different. The historian 
Gary Nash has tackled this problem within the context of the shifting collecting 
cultures of private historical societies in Philadelphia. He shows in detail how var- 
ious local interests among the city’s elite defined “historical importance” and how 
this, in turn, strengthened and reproduced certain sociocultural patterns. Among 
his other insights is the degree to which those engaged in assembling materials in 
these repositories were rarely self-reflective about the specific cultural and con- 
ceptual influences that formed their collections and which designated the activ- 
ities of one segment of local society as worthy of being considered “historical” 
while totally ignoring others.** One might dare say the same even for university- 
related collections like the virtual Hiphop Archive at Harvard, whose mission is 
“to facilitate and encourage the pursuit of knowledge, art, culture, and respon- 
sible leadership through Hiphop.” Here too there is a specific cultural argument 
for historical importance.“ 

In some instances cultural politics play a direct role in the process of assem- 
bling records. Archivists at collections like the Bakhmeteff Archive at Columbia 
University or the Leo Baeck Institute for the Study of the History and Culture of 
German-speaking Jewry are obviously required to mediate what is included and 
what is excluded.“ In other cases, particularly in institutions collecting older doc- 
uments, potential collections also have high market value. What is bought and 
sold, and who pays the bills, will almost always affect what is included or not. All 
are elements of the dynamic by which historical collections are formed. They are 
also fundamental to how the grain of a collecting institution, which provides the 
raw materials for a variety of historical narratives, must be “read” and understood, 
and as Christopher Klemek points out, how materials that have been acquired 
under one set of assumptions may still have “unexpected utility” over time.” 

Moreover, in collecting institutions of various sorts as well as state and insti- 
tutional archives, activism in the archive is contingent on the cultural context out 
of which the archive itself arises. Archivists are necessarily agents of that culture 
insofar as they are situated within its practices and act in ways that are condi- 
tioned by its forces. Thus the new cultures of records creation and management have 
involved the emergence of the new essentialist foundation of archival processes, 
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shifting both archival authorities and the concerns of professional archivists away 
from scholarship towards those of the institutional contexts generating the 
records. 

At the same time, however, all of this has hardly diminished the active role of 
archivists in assembling these materials. Especially in the digital realm, archivists 
are directly involved in the often complex legal, administrative, and technological 
systems and procedures that determine both the final form of documents and 
records well before they reach the archives. The process of identifying what is 
socially, politically, or culturally “essential” in terms of institutional values is also 
full of subtle mediation. “Value neutral” is, in effect, a reflection of the archivists’ 
dependence on broader cultural values and definitions in forming the content of 
their archives. In turn, this dependence creates a layer of meaning that specifically 
contextualizes the documents’ importance: the archivist comes to “speak” as the 
organization’s permanent “voice,” and hence as the indirect spokesperson of its 
interests. 


The Active Archivist and the Historical Record 


At some level, the mediations we have outlined are all based on the archivist’s 
implicit or explicit assumptions about what constitutes the “enduring value” of 
the record. “Appraisal debates” continue to engage archivists in discussions about 
the values and factors that should be brought to bear here.“ “Enduring value” may 
be contingent on the importance of the functions or activities being documented, 
or dependent on the archives’ collecting mission or constituencies. In any case 
both approaches create the documentation future historians will use to study a 
particular past. 

The social and cultural underpinnings of this process are thus inescapable, since 
value systems of various kinds underlie all aspects of acquisition. Evaluations made 
within the context of specific national or nationalist frameworks carry obvious 
assumptions of hierarchy and importance. In states where consensus obscures 
underlying values and assumptions, the role of these assumptions may be less 
obvious than, say, in states like Russia that undergo revolutionary transformations, 
but they are no less influential in creating the archival foundations of historical 
knowledge. The archivist Shirley Spragge’s call for archives to “document national 
identity” is a particularly clear example of the problems here. As Terry Cook and 
others have suggested, what exactly “national identity” consists of, and how exactly 
an archivist can actively pursue its documentation is quite unclear. In the Canadian 
case, Cook calls this finding the “Canadian voice,” one that wrongly privileges the 
official narrations of the state over documented stories of individual groups.*® 

The slippery notions of social memory come back to play a role here as well. In 
an essay on “The Great War: Archives and Modern Memory,” the archivist Robert 
McIntosh has described very well the ways that he and his colleagues can act as 
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“creators of memory” in deciding what deserves to be retained in the archive and 
what is discarded. He writes: 


Throughout the gamut of professional activity archivists practice a poli- 
tics of memory, a determination of what will be remembered. This influ- 
ence can be exercised overtly, by the records we create, acquire, and 
destroy. But our politics can also be practiced more subtly, by the cues or 
prompts we give users of records. As the ultimate custodian of this archi- 
val record, the National Archives and Records Administration has written 
its own narrative of the war by its inclusive acquisition practices and the 
high profile it has given the archival record of the First World War.”° 


Terry Cook and Joan Schwartz put the matter even more bluntly when they argue 
that archives are “active sites where social power is negotiated, contested, con- 
firmed.”°° 

Yet the judgments of archivists that come into play “at every step of preserving, 
arranging, listing, publishing, and exhibiting” materials are also, as McIntosh 
points out, fundamentally judgments of value. This is essentially what the French 
historian Jacques LeGoff has in mind when he states that documents are not 
“innocent raw material,” but express “past society’s power over memory and over 
the future.”*' Because of increasing social complexity, the huge expansion of gov- 
ernment as well as the processes of governance itself in the twentieth century, 
and especially the sheer bulk of modern records, a logical and inevitable conse- 
quence of technological change, decisions about what needs to be retained and 
how it should be represented effectively for future scholars secretes contempo- 
rary “memory” records behind very general descriptive structures. 

Archivists can tread carefully in this area, hewing closely to the traditional man- 
dates of provenance by preserving and describing only official transactions, or yield 
to the obvious attractions of preserving all sorts of “interesting” material that usu- 
ally comes with these records. They can find themselves under considerable pres- 
sures to meet users’ interests and demands. For example, a 2009 poster invited 
riders in the Washington D.C. Metro, among others, to share “the National Archives 
Experience” by visiting an exhibition of “Big Records, Big Events, Big Ideas in Amer- 
ican History.” Against a perfect blue sky it showed a globe, an upended Titanic, a 
bathtub, some odd canvas thing, and a strange looking animal all sticking out from 
the Archive’s roof. The banner read, “What’s all this doing in the National Archives? 
Ask the Question.” The solution for at least some American archivists is clearly not 
to avoid appealing to their publics or otherwise constrain their roles in this regard, 
but as McIntosh put it, to be open and frank about their practices, and “acknowl- 
edge our authorship, our vital place in the creation of society’s memory.’ 

This position is also not without real problems, however. When McIntosh and 
others write about the archivists’ role in the “creation” of social memory, they are 
assuming that what they create has validity not only because it links social to 
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individual memories, but also because it is verifiable in the documents. While 
archivists engaged in this work may be actively constructing some forms of his- 
torical knowledge, social memories themselves, as we have seen, are artifactual 
elements of a community's development, parts of history itself. Even if the role 
that collective memory plays at various moments of social development is in some 
way recognized as an archival category, it is quite doubtful that archivists could 
effectively exercise responsibility for assembling, cataloguing, and preserving its 
representational forms. Must archivists then stand aside from the subject their 
own practices serve to create? 

Although history has been marginalized as a source for authority in most 
records processing, how archivists answer these questions in assembling archival 
materials clearly affects future historical understanding. Indeed, some historians 
might wonder what the National Archives people may have had in mind as an 
appropriate answer to their question. Our thoughtful colleague Nancy Bartlett is 
surely correct in maintaining that the mediating roles of archivist involve mul- 
tiple interventions in what already is or someday will be historical evidence.** So 
is Ann Stoler when she observes that “the space of the archive resides in the dis- 
juncture between prescription and practice, between state mandates and the 
maneuvers people made in response to them, between normative rules and how 
people actually lived their lives.”** Far from a place of dust and stasis—although 
we agree there can be plenty of both—archives are thus very active sites of 
constant and multiple possibilities: acquisition and destruction, cultural deter- 
minism and challenge, social conformity and opposition, opportunities gained 
and lost for discovery and repression—a vibrant site of knowledge accumulation. 
How the archivist forms and presents the historical record is itself a historical 
problem, and future scholars are certain to face daunting tasks in understanding 
the institutional values and contexts embedded in their archives and archival 
descriptions. They will only have documents and descriptive materials in the 
quantity, form, and nature that archivists’ have decided to give them, however 
these relate to the historical questions at hand. For archivists and historians alike, 
here perhaps is the most important meaning of Derrida’s multilayered assertion 


that “archivization produces as much as it records the event.” 


Rethinking Archival Politics 


Trust, Truth, and the Law 


In February 1994, the U.S. National Archives and Records Administration 
convened a conference on “Access to Archives” at the Conference Center in Bella- 
gio, Italy. Hosted by the Acting Archivist of the United States, Trudy Huskamp 
Peterson, the meeting brought together leading archivists from Western and 
Eastern Europe, and the states of the former Soviet Union. The Vice President for 
Research of the American Historical Association (AHA) was invited to give a 
keynote address on “The Expectations of Historians Regarding Archival Access.” 
At the time, the American Historical Association was involved in a series of legal 
actions against the U.S. National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) 
and Peterson’s predecessor, former archivist of the United States, Don Wilson. 
The issue involved access to thousands of records generated by the President’s 
National Security Council and withheld from scholars and the public as private 
presidential papers. The AHA itself soon became the lead plaintiff in a case, chal- 
lenging the agreement made between President George H. W. Bush and Archivist 
Wilson concerning the transfer of these and other White House materials to the 
Bush Presidential Library. In its court brief, the AHA charged that as National 
Archivist, Wilson’s actions in this matter were “arbitrary, capricious, an abuse of 
discretion, and contrary to law.”* 

Like the Loewenheim conflict with the curators of the Roosevelt papers at 
Hyde Park, the Bellagio conference reflected another pivotal moment in the 
opening of the archival divide, although it was not fully apparent at the time. The 
meetings were premised on traditional assumptions about the historical record 
and about the relationships between historians and archivists. The keynote 
presentation argued the crucial importance of archival repositories to the ways a 
nation’s history and social memory are shaped. It stressed their connections to 
the formations of collective national identities, in all of their complexities and 
contradictions. It argued that the least important (as well as least interesting) 
conceptualization of archives was as the holding places for information alone. 
Their vital political and social role rested instead on the necessary connections 
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between their collections and the formation of authenticated, if also contested 
and competitive, national narratives, essential to notions of political legitimacy 
and an understanding of social development. As such, all national archives repre- 
sented a unique national trust. While legally the property of the state, the notion 
of legal ownership of archival materials falsely implied that the memories and 
identities they constituted also belonged in some way to the state, and that the 
state was therefore entitled to the same restrictive ownership rights as private 
individuals. The same was true with nonstate groups that maintained proprietary 
collections or identify archives. The presumption of a scholar’s access to archives 
openly and impartially, without political hindrance, therefore had to be thought 
of as the first of a set of “fundamental principles” whose recognition, formally or 
informally, was essential to defend against the tendencies of those with power 
over the archives to safeguard their own historical representations, their own 
constructions of imagined pasts. 

The other suggested principles elaborated this theme: that restrictions to 
archival access be accepted only when it could be clearly and legally demonstrated 
that the harm to public or personal interests warranted an exemption to the 
public’s legally guaranteed right to know; that archival administrations, and espe- 
cially national archival administrations, had to represent not simply the interests 
of the proprietors that appoint and support them, but those of the scholarly and 
research communities themselves, whose public interests they had a duty and 
responsibility to defend; and finally, that archivists were bound by the importance 
of their political, social, and professional roles to provide full and accurate repre- 
sentation of the general nature and content of their collections, including mate- 
rials whose specific contents for appropriate reasons might be restricted from 
scholarly review for some fixed period of time.’ 

However pleased the keynote speaker may have been with his eloquence, his 
talk fell on totally deaf ears. Almost all of the conference participants were old 
enough to have been trained in the traditional way as historians, as well as archi- 
vists, many from Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union at the prestigious 
Moscow State Historical Archival Institute (MGIAI). A number were scholars of 
real distinction. All listened sympathetically. The problem was that without excep- 
tion, all of the Eastern European archivists were also in the midst of overwhelming 
changes in archival administration, precipitated not only by the explosive growth 
in the generation of records and new technologies, but also by the changing legal 
foundations for public access, by the problematic nature of public and private 
funding, and by the complex political challenges of maintaining open access. Most 
important, there was now a clear perception especially on the part of archivists 
from the former Soviet Union that archives now had to function on principles 
that were clearly archival, without privileging the state over the needs and con- 
cerns of scholars and other users or those of society at large. The question was 
how to establish the legal foundations that were strong enough to assure that the 
rights of all users were equally protected. 
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The Nature and Forms of Archival Politics 


For historians, as well as for archivists, the issue of politics has never been far 
removed from any important question about the role and function of archives. 
The basic archival processes of appraisal, acquisition, preservation, and access all 
have important political as well as historical implications. Many forms of archival 
politics are both obvious and ubiquitous in democratic as well as authoritarian 
regimes. As the historian Thomas Osborne has observed, “the person who speaks 
from the archive is the person who mediates between the secrets or obscurities of 
the archive and some or other kind of public” (a condition that exists in all 
contemporary restricted archives, as well as archival processes historically, when 
archives were tied to sovereign rather than liberal forms of power).* Another his- 
torian, Patrick Joyce, further sees the role of the archive as a “political technology 
of liberal governmentality,” arguing that here, too, the archive is not politically 
neutral and that historians’ engagement with it is also therefore political.* We can 
certainly agree with Joyce in terms of the archive’s political neutrality, at least 
with regard to state archives that are everywhere the creations of established 
political and administrative authorities, designed to serve state interests. Their 
funding comes from the state, their employees work for the state, their rules and 
regulations are in some way prescribed by state decrees or legislation.’ 

Yet, collecting archival institutions that are focused on identity issues also 
reflect political perspectives, and may not present a more open climate for the 
researcher. Unlike state archives, these repositories are not likely to restrict access 
to materials they have accessioned unless a donor has so stipulated, but neither 
are they commonly subject to Freedom of Information laws. Historical materials 
can be particularly problematic in this regard. As we have suggested, what collect- 
ing archival institutions invariably try to assure, subtly or more overtly, is that the 
narratives their materials encourage are consistent with their own social and 
political values, their particular institutional context, and their sense of what is or 
was historically important. Their presentation of materials may also be directed 
or derived from the set of historiographical references that was common at the 
time of their acquisition. 

Of course, the interests at the time of the formulation of their collections and 
descriptive apparatuses of both private institutions and the state may also include 
providing for and protecting the public’s right to know, at least in principle. The 
U.S. National Archives and Records Administration has itself presented this idea 
as the essence of a “true” public archives.® Even here, however, the rights and 
interests of the public have always had to be balanced against how representatives 
of the archives broker the interests of their administration or the intentions of 
their donors. In this respect, the archival politics of open (and opening) societies 
can sometimes differ from those of overtly authoritarian regimes only in the 
more subtle ways access is controlled. The founding decree for Soviet archives, for 
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example, issued at Lenin’s direction in 1918 in an effort to assure that the Bol- 
shevik regime could control access to all historical and contemporary records, 
extended government control over all archives within the new Soviet state, 
abolishing the very possibility of independent or private collections.’ Even here, 
however, the state’s appropriation of the past was always subject to challenge by 
those involved in the creation of documents or by archivists who knew what their 
holdings contained. 

Even in democracies, where state interests encompass the protection of objec- 
tive scholarship and a citizen’s reasonable right to information, questions con- 
cerning acquisition, access, preservation, and especially classification (secrecy) of 
public documents or government records are almost always decided in ways that 
privilege the state. As state agencies responsible to administrative and political 
authorities, state archives (and state archivists) have a functional responsibility 
to preserve and protect dominant political and bureaucratic values, ideologies, 
and interests. These may be formally reflected in enabling legislation like the U.S. 
Federal Records Act (FRA) or more crudely, as in the Soviet Union, through the 
bureaucratic processes of appointment and (especially) removal. Although it is 
not always apparent, a historian working in state archives, particularly on topics 
related to the recent past, is constantly engaged in some way ina struggle with the 
politics of state-protected knowledge. Those working in collecting archival institu- 
tions, meanwhile, also need to contend in some way with the political and social 
narratives these repositories are structured to reflect. 

Perhaps paradoxically, however, the most obvious aspects of archival politics 
may sometimes be the least important for historians. When President Bill Clin- 
ton announced his intention to appoint John Carlin as the Archivist of the 
United States, representatives of the American Historical Association and the 
Society of American Archivists visited the White House to register the protests 
of sixteen national professional and scholarly organizations.* The appointment 
clearly violated the legal stipulation that position be held by a professionally 
trained archivist. It drew an editorial protest from the Washington Post, and 
critical pieces in the New York Times.? While these protests were duly noted by 
the White House, even responded to sympathetically, the appointment was 
announced three weeks later. It passed through Congress by unanimous consent 
at 8:30 P.M. as one of a long list of presidential nominations. There was no debate 
or roll call. 

It was no secret why President Clinton paid attention to the appointment of 
the National Archivist. The question of presidential records and how they were to 
be archived was a contentious issue at the time, working its way through the 
courts. Like most politicians, President Clinton wanted to assure that his “place in 
history” met his own assumptions and expectations. He was hardly the first. 
Chester Arthur burned his papers in White House garbage cans. Calvin Coolidge 
systematically destroyed most of his during his final months in office, lest histo- 
rians see clearly how his administration had actually performed. Richard Nixon’s 
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long effort to have the Watergate tapes sealed as “private property” found at least 
pale imitation in George H. W. Bush’s insistence that all White House e-mail com- 
munications belonged personally to him, a position with significant consequences 
for the preservation of the record. Sixteen years later Vice President Richard 
Cheney was still insisting that only he could determine what of his records was 
government property. 

These attempts to control historical understanding and interpretation are 
sometimes brazenly overt. If one examines closely Franklin Roosevelt’s 
remarks at the dedication of his library in 1941, it is possible to hear the faint 
echoes of Pope Leo XIII words on the opening of the Vatican archives: the need 
for records to be preserved and used so that men and women can have a “true” 
understanding of their pasts. The George H. W. Bush Library documents his 
“distinguished public career” as a dedicated public servant in a succession of 
important government posts. Ronald Reagan’s papers “provide physical evi- 
dence of his extraordinary life.” The pasts and futures to be believed in here are 
consequently well scripted. When an alternative museum and archive of John 
F. Kennedy materials was opened by a private collector in Florida, organized 
around thousands of items left in the care of Kennedy’s personal secretary, 
Evelyn Lincoln, the Kennedy Presidential Library in Boston began a concerted 
effort to regain control over materials it had long ignored. There was little 
question that a primary concern in this effort was to assure Kennedy his repu- 
tation was “properly” represented. From documents obtained only in response 
to FOIA requests, it became known that the Library’s efforts to challenge the 
rights of the private collector had involved the FBI, been improperly coordi- 
nated with the National Archives, and according to the courts, were a “flagrant 
abuse” of delegated powers. 

These attempts to politicize historical understanding are so overt, however, as 
to warrant little analysis. Their purpose differs little from the kinds of restrictions 
placed on access to archives by the popes in Rome, the presidents of France, or by 
Soviet and Russian leaders in limiting access to what is now called the Presidential 
Archive and locked away near the Kremlin in Moscow. John Carlin, moreover, 
proved a very able U.S. National Archivist, despite his overtly political appoint- 
ment by President Clinton. NARA thrived under his leadership. 

The interesting issues of archival politics turn instead on three more compli- 
cated sets of questions. The first concerns the question of “public rights” as they 
relate to archives and archiving: whether there is a something that can be called a 
“public interest” that must be taken into account in the administration of archival 
materials, and if so, how it can be protected. The second, closely related, concerns 
what is worth preserving as part of the historical record, who should make this 
decision, and what principles should guide them? Both of these issues lead to 
a third set of questions about the role (and rule) of law. To what extent are 
the complex ways that archives and active archivists process the past actually 
amenable to legal controls? 
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The Question of Public Interest and “Freedom 
of Information” 


The concept of a public interest in archives and archival administration was first 
advanced at the time of the French revolution. It has played a role in archival 
thinking ever since. Legislation establishing the Archives Nationale in 1790 set 
its purpose to include the benefit of the French citizenry at large. Le Citoyen 
rather than le roi were now l'état. The new archives soon assumed jurisdiction over 
university, hospital, church, local, and provincial government records, as well as 
those of the state, and were to be open to all, setting a standard that came to 
symbolize a basic relationship between access to information and democratic 
governance, protected by law. 

How strong this connection remains as a core democratic value was clear in the 
series of events that led to the collapse of the Soviet Union and the liberation of 
Eastern Europe. Glasnost’ [openness] was not only a key element of Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s striking effort to democratize the Soviet Union; it found one of its 
sharpest expressions in the demand for open access to Soviet historical archives 
as a way to assure new transparency about the past, present, and future. It was of 
no small importance that the loudest voices to “re-process” the Soviet and Eastern 
European pasts in this way came from Moscow State Historical Archival Institute 
(MGIAI), headed by Iuri Afanasiev. Leading Soviet archivists clearly understood 
the centrality of their political role as guardians of historical orthodoxy, as well as 
its implications for their professional integrity as archivists and historians. 

Between 1987 and 1991, Afanasiev wrote frequently on the subject in popular 
Soviet journals like Literaturnaia Gazeta. He spoke eloquently about it at the 
Woodrow Wilson Center in Washington, the University of Michigan, and other 
American and European institutions. Discussions about the cardinal role archives 
play in a society’s ability to understand itself soon extended out from Eastern 
Europe to become a central theme in a range of international conferences, 
including the one held at Bellagio. In the Russian case in particular, the role of 
archivists themselves as figures wielding enormous power “over the past” became 
as newly evident to ordinary Russians (and many elsewhere) as it had always been 
to the users of Soviet archives themselves. Throughout the USSR and Eastern 
Europe even very loyal and distinguished scholars were often subjected to the 
crudest forms of archival administrative surveillance and censorship. It was not 
only western historians who had to gain special permission to enter the documen- 
tary “holy of holies,” had their themes approved or modified by people with no 
real understanding of their topics, and waited anxiously for the archivists them- 
selves to select the materials they were permitted to see. 

Prominent Soviet historians and archivists like N. N. Bolkovitinov, B. S. 
Ilizarov, and S. V. Zhitomirskaia soon added their strong voices to the cause of 
archival reform. Within a number of repositories courageous archivists took the 
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first steps on their own to “democratize” access to knowledge “from below” in 
ways that supported the transformatory needs of the late Soviet state itself. 
Writing for a western audience in the American Archivist in 1990, Bolkovitinov 
argued that a “catastrophic decline in the professional level” of Soviet archival 
administrators was a natural consequence of their subservience to the Soviet 
state, and remarked on the absence of outstanding historians among archive dir- 
ectors. To the same audience S. V. Zhitomirskaia emphasized the incompleteness 
of the Soviet record, a consequence not so much of the destruction of documents 
but of the principles that governed the selection of documents for long-term pres- 
ervation. B. S. Ilizarov echoed the views of his colleagues in pointing out the ways 
in which a discourse of “enemies” caused archival documents to be made secret 


“on an unprecedented scale””': 


This situation was used craftily by the most varied departments: from 
those who were supposed to adhere to the regime of secrecy and there- 
fore increased their staffs or used archival documents to falsify legal 
matters, to those whose information was kept from scholars and society 
as a whole in the hopes of hiding their failures and crimes.” 


Much of the public debate in Russia understandably centered on the need for 
a new archival law. Already in 1988, B. S. Ilizarov and others at MGIAI took a 
strong position against the efforts of the Soviet Archival Administration (Gla- 
varkhiv) to rework archival legislation without broad public discussion. They and 
others opposed Glavarkhiv’s intention to transfer archival administration to the 
Ministry of Justice, which might well have made access to increasingly sensitive 
historical materials even more restrictive, and affirmed state control rather than 
extending archival autonomy and independence. The degree to which Soviet 
archives “remained inaccessible, and had turned into a branch of the bureaucratic 
system, preserving only the memories which that system wanted to preserve,” as 
Iuri Afanasiev wrote in the reformist weekly Moskovskie Novosti, required the 
complete reworking of all laws and regulations governing archival affairs." The 
issue was not simply one of access to the archives, but of the control retained by 
various Soviet agencies over their documents; the political uses of classification; 
the secrecy, private holding, and inadequacy of finding aids; and especially the 
direct control archivists themselves retained over who might see what material— 
in sum, the politicized practices of all record keeping in Soviet and Soviet-style 
societies. 

Immediately after the Soviet Union’s collapse these concerns led to efforts in 
Russia at drafting one of the most democratic and comprehensive archival laws in 
the world.** Parallel efforts occurred elsewhere in the former USSR and Eastern 
Europe.” Historians and other archival scholars eagerly awaited these laws, even 
as new archive directors committed to democratic practices made vast amounts 
of new material available on their own. What was lost in the euphoria of the 
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moment, however, especially for historians, was that it was not politics per se that 
distinguished Soviet archives and state record keeping from practices in other 
countries. However much the subservience of Soviet archival administrators to 
the state directly reflected the regime’s own authoritarian ambitions, each of 
the areas in which the Soviet archival record was corrupted only exaggerated— 
however greatly—the problems of politics common to state archival systems 
everywhere and to many nonstate repositories as well. 

First and foremost is the central issue of access. The question here is not simply 
whether one is allowed in the door, although this is hardly trivial, but the specific 
and complex problems of freedom of information, the right to privacy, and the 
relationship between the public interest and the protection of confidential infor- 
mation, that is, all matters of classification and declassification. Most archives in 
democratic societies do not require that researchers have special credentials to 
gain physical access to their documents. Yet access in other ways is everywhere 
restricted by the ways archival institutions broker between the interests of the 
generator of the records and the interests of various subsets of the public at large. 

Obviously, there are the various and familiar restraints on access to recent 
materials, especially those classified as confidential or as state secrets or including 
confidential information on living persons. The thirty-year International Stan- 
dard adopted in 1968 for assuring access to all archival materials, including classi- 
fied information, has been a significant step forward for historians, considering 
that states like Italy protected many government records for a period of 100 years. 
Yet however good the intention of this principle, it can easily be breached by the 
sheer burden of administrative processing. 

In Washington, it is not uncommon for huge amounts of outdated materials 
from agencies such as the CIA to sit well beyond the time limit for their release, 
ostensibly awaiting review.’® Archives in Great Britain, moreover, and others as 
well, do not accept the thirty-year rule for many types of Foreign Office materials. 
Some U.K. materials pertaining to the American revolutionary war are still 
permanently closed. The International Standard also provides for exemptions, 
particularly for documents that contain personal information of various sorts 
about individual citizens, with no requirement that scholars be told what consti- 
tutes the nature of the records. In practice, this can mean the unannounced with- 
holding of large amounts of important sociological (or labor camp) data. Although 
there are obviously good reasons for this in terms of public interest, access here is 
made dependent on policy and the interpretation (or mediation) of that policy by 
archivists and those with authority over their collections. In the most complicated 
cases of this kind that derive from records of the CIA, FBI, or KGB archives, for 
example, protecting the public interest in this way also strengthens the power of 
certain political interests. 

The policies and practices of declassification also involve a heavy dose of poli- 
tics in the archives. The interests of scholars often conflict with those of the state, 
and not only in the most obvious terms of protecting sensitive material. Under all 
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regimes, and in nonstate as well as state archives, decisions about declassifying 
secret materials are ostensibly based on the familiar question of whether the 
documents contain information whose release would harm state, individual, or 
organizational interests. In state archives, the primary test for declassification is 
“irreparable harm,” a term of continual contestation and one sometimes requiring 
court adjudication. In nonstate archives, however, the situation can be even more 
restrictive for scholars because their right to know is not legally protected. The 
private American corporation ChoicePoint, for example, which was purchased in 
2008 by the parent corporation of LexisNexis and which allows users to “easily 
browse through billions of current and historical records on individuals and 
businesses” holds in its archive more than 20 billion records containing various 
kinds of personal information, none of which is subject to the U.S. Freedom of 
Information Act.” In May 2007, the Los Alamos National Laboratory announced 
it would no longer permit historians and other scholars to access its records 
because the private company that assumed management from the University of 
California was not a state agency.’ 

Questions of declassification, in other words, are usually seen as decisions 
about content though more often than not they relate to the authorities under 
which the records were prepared. Thus, materials for entire institutions or 
agencies like the Communist Party of the Soviet Union or the U.S. National 
Security Council are thought by definition to contain inherently protectable 
material. The evaluation of content or position, in turn, is necessarily a question 
of interpretation, one often made by archivists or records managers in ways that 
reflect institutional policy, authority, and procedure." Occasionally, there are 
notable exceptions to this practice. The rapid declassification in Moscow, by 
1993, of more than 250,000 of the 5 million classified files was facilitated by 
special commissions of historians and archivists. In the United States, a similar 
commission has worked to declassify a large number of foreign relations mate- 
rials held by the State Department. Unfortunately, these cooperative efforts are 
the exception rather than the rule. They also depend on the agency and its archi- 
val component having a clear understanding of the meaning and importance of 
the public interests and a willingness to meet them. 

A discussion of archival politics in this area could readily be expanded to 
other familiar and restrictive practices. Ministries of defense, foreign affairs, 
and intelligence are almost always politically strong enough to be exempt from 
national archival laws, or arrange to be governed by separate, more accommo- 
dating legislation. Specific transfer agreements between originating agencies 
and state archives are in essence a bureaucratic transaction where the interests 
of the agencies have great weight. The interests of scholars or the public at large 
may be subordinated in order simply to assure that the transfers take place. 
Whole categories of materials might be exempted for reasons rarely known to 
researchers, much less the broader public. Their very existence is often itself 
restricted information. 
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It is also the case that however successful efforts have been to declassify older 
documents, the classification of new materials continues to run at a much faster 
pace. In 2003, the U.S. government classified as secret more than 14.2 million 
documents, most in digital form.” Given the labor and costs of assuring docu- 
ments do not, in fact, contain information that should be classified, state agencies 
everywhere have found it expedient simply to assign blanket classifications to 
specific categories of records that are based as much on the person or process 
creating the record as on what the record may actually contain. Future archivists, 
scholars, and the courts are left to worry about when and how the material might 
eventually become available. 

This problem is compounded in many ways by the introduction of new infor- 
mation technologies. While we will discuss electronic records in detail in the 
following chapter, it is worth noting here that digitization has radically changed 
what might be called the political balance between the creator of documents, 
archivists, and historians. On one hand, of course, digitization has the potential 
to vastly improve archival access through comprehensive and even interactive 
finding aids and by facilitating document retrieval in various forms. On the other, 
however, it has also greatly complicated the problem of access as a result of con- 
tinually changing electronic languages, the ease of concealment, the difficulties of 
migrating one set of electronic records into a newer format, and the ways digital 
records can be easily altered. The archival dimension of the retention of electronic 
records has been particularly challenging because of constantly changing technol- 
ogies. At the University of Michigan in the 1990s, the first full set of digitized 
administrative records prepared during the technologically innovative presidency 
of James Duderstadt, an engineer, was dependent on outdated software when 
hegemonic programs like Microsoft Word put widely used early word processors 
like FinalWord and WordStar out of business. Each digital document had to be 
painstakingly reformatted at a great administrative cost and time. 

In the United States and elsewhere, new state regulations and common public 
practices requiring digital records be backed up has lessened the impact on history 
and scholarship of the all-powerful delete key, a revolutionary paper shredder. 
Still, “mistakes” frequently happen. Early in January 2000, the U.S. National 
Archives and Records Administration, the agency responsible for issuing guidance 
to all other U.S. agencies on the preservation of their electronic records, reported 
that it had lost 43,000 digital messages of its own through accidental erasure. 
Although the National Archives was supposed to have a backup system, it was not 
working properly. There was no way to restore the lost material.” 

What seems at first to be at issue in all of these cases is simply the need to 
develop adequate laws or administrative systems and regulations to govern archi- 
val practices. Indeed, the implicit assumption behind the strenuous efforts of 
most post-Soviet bloc countries after 1989 and 1991 to draft new comprehensive 
archival laws was the need to objectify these processes through carefully drawn 
laws and regulations. Subjective biases, personal interests, and overt politics were 
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to give way to professionalism and professionally regulated practices that would 
defend in a nonpartisan way the needs of “person, society, and the state,” to use 
the formula of the 1998 symposium celebrating the 80th anniversary of the Rus- 
sian state archival service.” Efforts in Moscow to bring the 1993 Russian archival 
law into correspondence with more recent legislation on freedom of information 
and state secrets have been based on similar assumptions that “the organization 
of archival practices [must be] on the basis of democratization, depoliticization, 
the accessibility of state archives, and respect for the property rights of other 
[private] archives.” 

Objectivizing and depoliticizing archival practices through laws and regulations 
is obviously of vital importance to protecting the public’s “right to know” in all 
societies, however developed their democratic institutions. Moreover, unfettered 
archival access is the key to social self-scrutiny, the means through which scholars 
can most fully and convincingly interpret the past. Recognition of these values 
underlay the passage of the first U.S. Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) in 1966. 
There followed a rapid proliferation of similar legislation in Europe and elsewhere 
after the Eastern European revolutions of 1989. The Maastricht Treaty creating 
the European Union in 1992 included a conception of access to information that 
formally acknowledged “transparency . . . strengthens the democratic nature 
of institutions and the public’s confidence in [state] administration.”™ By 2004, 
fifty-nine countries had FOI laws.” 

Yet even the most comprehensive freedom of information legislation cannot 
guarantee full access to the documentary production of a given society. Nor can 
such legislation determine the ways archivists will interpret and implement these 
laws as they exercise their designated responsibilities. Most Freedom of Informa- 
tion Acts (FOIA) require that specific documents or files be requested. Unless a 
scholar knows exactly which files or documents contain the information he or she 
is requesting, there is little chance the request can be honored.” An important 
implication of this is that the FOIA processes are very much dependent on the 
construction and formulation of finding aids and indices to agency holdings that 
are publicly available in some usable form. In the case of the East German Stasi 
archives, which contain surveillance records of more than 170,000 informants, 
retrieval was entirely dependent on a single index. If it had been destroyed, the 
retrieval of specific information would have become virtually impossible.”’ 

Again, the explosive use of digital media has created an additional set of prob- 
lems. Large sets of government and other records are now commonly held as 
“structured” data in electronic data banks in highly standardized form. Access to 
this material often requires the use of the special programming that created it. In 
the United States, the Freedom of Information Act was amended in 1996 after 
government agencies resisted sharing access software. In principle, such large 
databases are now open to outsiders. In fact, however, access problems continue. 
In 2004, the U.S. Department of Justice responded to a FOIA request from the 
Center for Public Integrity for access to its database on foreign lobbyists by saying 
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that the database had become so fragile than an attempt to process the request 
risked a program crash and a “major loss of data.””® 

For historians, then, the critical questions remain. Under whose authority were 
the documents prepared and who currently controls their content? Where was 
data stored, and how? And who holds the access keys that can retrieve it? Even in 
the most democratic of societies, the politics inherent in archival practice can only 
be effectively navigated by understanding how an archives’ documentation is actu- 
ally processed and authenticated, the hidden, as well as open, ways these processes 
influence the scholar’s and public’s right and ability to know. While the same ques- 
tions were important to scholars when valuable paper documents were locked in 
archival closets, the sheer volume of contemporary records production has made 
the very universe of future historical documentation far more subject to political 
manipulation and exponentially more difficult for archivists themselves to order 
and control.”° 


The “Records” Problem 


In the current post-custodial age of archives and records administration when 
archival institutions have a distinct professional identity and even the best archi- 
val training programs rarely involve comprehensive historical study, the issue of 
“what is historical?” has been eclipsed by what at first glance might seem to 
scholars an uninteresting, even esoteric issue: what actually constitutes a record? 
In fact, the “records” problem is a question of what will consequently become the 
body of historical documents for future scholars and has become an increasingly 
complex issue. 

The current standardized archival definition of a record is straightforward: a 
document in whatever form that evidences a particular activity or transaction. 
The archivist David Wallace adds to the concept by describing records as composed 
of three elements: content, structure, and context, referring to text, documentary 
forms (like reports or letters), and the circumstances in which they were created 
and used.*° 

What constitutes a record is thus a question about documents whose preserva- 
tion is essential to creating any archive. Since, archives process and hold records 
that reflect the societies, organizations, or institutions that determined their col- 
lecting missions, how archivists now tend to subordinate the idea of the “historical” 
to more essentialist frameworks derived from purely archival principles obviously 
affects what records will endure as historical documents even if the archivists no 
longer regard the records as historical or not historical, only as archival. 

In the United States, even a quick look at NARA’s website will show the degree 
to which considerations of historical understanding are now at best a secondary 
part of the U.S. National Archives’ overall presentation, despite what remains 
chiseled on its façade. As with contemporary archives elsewhere, it reaches out to 
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a user public that includes genealogists, teachers at all levels, and the simply 
curious, as well as those who need the information in archived federal records. 
The most common enquiries are about military service records, the Declaration of 
Independence and the Constitution, World War II photos, genealogy, and mate- 
rials related to “recovering from disaster.”** 

One need not rehearse the ways in which politics can intrude here in assuring 
certain records are preserved regardless of their potential historical importance. 
Years ago archivists had little difficulty identifying whether a document was 
worthy of retention. In the United States, the first comprehensive federal records 
legislation in 1853 assumed that every document generated by the federal gov- 
ernment was worthy of preservation and made their destruction a felony. This 
ideal world for historians lasted only as long as the available warehouse space. 

By the turn of the twentieth century, Congress itself had joined federal depart- 
ment heads in the United States in determining which records could be destroyed, 
a responsibility that passed to the Librarian of Congress in 1912 and then to the 
National Archives after its creation in 1934. Subsequent legislation refined the 
definition of a federal record in the United States by providing new rules regarding 
preservation and destruction. According to the Federal Records Disposal Act 
of 1943, federal records were “all books, papers, maps, photographs, or other doc- 
umentary materials regardless of physical form or characteristics made or received 
by an agency of the U.S. government” (our italics).** Records “appropriate for 
preservation” were those that served “as evidence of the organization, functions, 
policies, decisions, procedures, operations, or other activities of the government, or 
because of the informational value of the data contained therein” (our italics).** 
The much amended U.S. Federal Records Act (FRA) of 1950 elaborated on these 
provisions but retained their essence. So did the Presidential Records Act (PRA) of 
1978, which became effective with the inauguration of Ronald Reagan in January 
1981. In both laws, the responsibility for preserving records was retained by the 
National Archives and Records Administration, which also assumed the right to 
their ownership in the government’s name.** 

Archival records here were conceived as documents serving broad public, as 
well as state needs; the archival record itself was assumed to transcend the politics 
of party division, as well as the changing forms and agencies of government 
administration. In the United States, both the Presidential Records Act and a 
number of amendments to the Federal Records Act stemmed from contentious 
disputes about the ownership and release of the Nixon tapes, as well as issues 
associated with the turmoil of the 1960s and 1970s. In a case brought by the 
American Friends Service Committee against FBI director William Webster to 
prevent the destruction of field office files assumed to contain information about 
civil rights violations, the court explicitly affirmed the responsibility of the 
National Archives through the Federal Records Act to determine whether the 
materials should be saved and expressed concern that the Archives was losing 
the confidence of professional historians.” 
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Within this context the seemingly mundane issue of what constituted a record 
became a source of portentous dispute. When Henry Kissinger left his position as 
USS. Secretary of State, he took with him the official State Department transcripts 
of all his telephone conversations, over the protest of the National Archives and 
the General Accounting Office, claiming they were personal papers not agency 
records. Although both a federal district court and the Court of Appeals ruled 
against him, the Supreme Court reversed their judgments, affirming that only 
agency heads like Kissinger could determine what were or were not governmental 
records. In cases where such political officials deemed materials not to be records, 
neither the Archives’ jurisdiction over preservation nor the Freedom of Informa- 
tion Act applied. 

In sum, there is now no way of predicting what will endure in the archives as a 
historical record, or even how what constitutes a record in the future might be 
redefined. How a document ultimately comes to endure is the product of a variety 
of considerations and processes in which politics plays a role sometimes visible 
and other times subtle. The idea of a record then, as our Dutch colleagues have 
shown so strikingly in the past and as contemporary experience has reaffirmed, is 
a multifaceted concept driven by actions on the part of the activities that produced 
the record and by archival institutions over time that have contended with the 
push and pull of forces that determine what will endure. 


The PROFS Case 


The widespread introduction during the 1980s of digital documentation has 
greatly complicated these questions. In the United States, the Reagan presidency 
was the first to make extensive use of e-mails, and the first in which their form 
and disposition gained international attention in connection with the Iran-Contra 
affair. More than 7 million e-mails traveled within and between various Reagan 
White House agencies, as well as between the White House and other parts of the 
government. The software system that managed their use was an innovative pro- 
gram called the Professional Office System. Among its other virtues was its ability 
to preserve transactions on separate backup tapes. 

As the new technologies of electronic communications developed, there was 
widespread confusion even as to how e-mails should be defined. At the University 
of Michigan, for example, the early view was that e-mail was not a record but 
a surrogate for a telephone conversation. The federal government considered 
e-mails to be records only if they were also printed out in hard copies. Whether an 
e-mail should or would become a record was thus made by anyone along the some- 
times complex chain of communication who decided to hit the print key. These 
paper materials were then assembled, classified, and assessed as records in tradi- 
tional ways, with responsibility for their destruction still vested in the National 
Archives and Records Administration. As late as 1989, as the White House shifted 
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from Ronald Reagan to George H. W. Bush, leading NARA officials, including the 
archivist, Don Wilson and NARA’s director of presidential libraries, continued 
to argue that documents not in paper form could not be considered official 
records. 

These early attempts at a definition of digital “recordness” were soon over- 
whelmed by the phenomenal spread of e-mail communications, and the use of a 
software product developed by IBM called the Professional Office System, or 
PROFS. In addition to making copies of all messages, it allowed for the retention 
of digital attachments created by other kinds of software, giving the recipient the 
possibility of editing them directly before passing them forward or returning 
them to the sender.” In 1989, a private foundation in Washington seeking 
information on the Iran-Contra scandal discovered that the PROFS backup tapes 
pertaining to the case were scheduled to be erased and recycled apparently 
because their managers assumed that all of the records they contained were 
already in print form and incorporated into paper filing systems. Since the tapes 
themselves were not records, the National Archives and Records Administration 
had no rights over their disposal. Eighteen short hours before the end of the 
Reagan administration, a temporary restraining order preventing their destruc- 
tion was issued by the Federal District Court in Washington. ‘The first phase of 
the PROFS case had begun, in which the American Historical Association, the 
Society of American Archivists, and the U.S. National Archives and Records 
Administration itself would all play prominent roles.’ 

Through its various arguments and rulings, adjudicated at all levels of the U.S. 
federal judiciary up to the Supreme Court, the case touched several issues of 
importance here. For historians, it established that by their very nature, elec- 
tronic communications in their original forms contained essential information 
not necessarily reproduced on paper printouts and were thus government 
records in their own right. As such, they were subject to all of the provisions of 
the laws governing federal and presidential records regardless of their physical 
form. In one court ruling, issued just two weeks before the end of the Bush 
presidency in January 1993, the D.C. District Court went so far as to rule that 
the record-keeping practices of the Executive Office of the President and the 
National Security Council were “arbitrary and capricious” because they allowed 
for the improper destruction of federal records. The Archivist of the United 
States was also chastised for failure to fulfill his statutory obligations under the 
Federal Records Act. Copies of electronic materials, including backup tapes, 
were ordered transferred immediately to the archives and placed under the 
control of the National Archives. The transfer occurred under police escort at 
1:00 A.M. on January 20, 1993, the day of President Clinton’s inauguration.*® 

The District Court’s intentions here were partly thwarted, however, by three 
subsequent developments affecting what constituted historical federal records. 
First, the Federal Appeals Court ruled that along with most offices established to 
advise the president, the National Security Council (NSC) was not an agency 


176 PROCESSING THE PAST 


within the definition of the Presidential and Federal Records Acts, and therefore 
not subject to its provisions. Nor, in fact, was the NSC or any comparable presi- 
dential office subject to the Freedom of Information Act, despite the fact, as Judge 
David Tatel pointed out in his strong dissent to the split opinion, that it had 
already applied FOIA to itself during the course of four separate administrations. 
Records produced by the NSC thus became the private papers of the president, 
subject to disposition in accordance with the liberal provisions of the Presidential 
Records Act. 

Second, by agreement between Archivist Wilson and President Bush, the pres- 
ident himself was given “exclusive legal control of all presidential information and 
all derivative information in whatever form, contained in the materials.” When 
it was subsequently learned that the archivist had already accepted the position 
as executive director of the George Bush Presidential Center, the American His- 
torical Association became the lead plaintiff in an additional lawsuit challenging 
the legality and propriety of the agreement under the terms of the Presidential 
Records Act, which, with Richard Nixon’s White House tapes in mind, requires 
presidential papers to be owned, possessed, and controlled by the United States. 
In its brief, the AHA described Wilson’s decision as archivist to be “arbitrary, 
capricious, an abuse of discretion, and contrary to law.” Although Wilson argued 
that as an employee of the executive branch of government he owed specific 
responsibility to the chief executive, Federal District Court Judge Richey, the 
presiding judge throughout the whole PROFS episode, fully concurred with the 
other side.*° 

Acting Archivist Trudy Peterson, the convener of the Bellagio Conference on 
archival access and Don Wilson’s temporary replacement as National Archivist, 
was ordered to refrain from implementing its requirements to assure that, in the 
words of the AHA’s complaint, “presidential records of historical value [not] be 
alienated from the ownership of the United States, destroyed, and/or shielded 
from public access, to the injury of plaintiff’s interests in historical and archival 
research.”*! Somewhat to its surprise, given the determinations that had occurred 
in the PROFS case, the AHA ultimately prevailed in having the Wilson—Bush 
agreement nullified, to the apparent distress of President Clinton’s new appoint- 
ment as Archivist of the United States, John Carlin. There was also the crucial 
matter of the nature of the electronic records themselves, now saved by court 
order from destruction and seemingly safe and sound in the archives. The 1:00 
A.M. transfer on Inauguration Day 1993 brought some 1,850 tapes from the 
National Security Council to the National Archives, and 2,843 backup tapes from 
the Executive Office of the President. In addition, there were 32 tapes left over 
from the Reagan administration and 135 hard drives from NSC computers that 
had been stored in the White House Situation Room Systems Staff Office, and 
hastily thrown into boxes for the move without special packing. 

Acting Archivist Trudy Peterson sent the materials to NARA’s Center for 
Electronic Records to handle, but the Center had no software systems that were 
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able to read or even copy the tapes. All the materials were dependent on specific 
hardware and software in violation of the Center’s policy, and there was little or 
no documentation concerning either. No staff member also had anything close to 
the required security clearance to vet the materials even if they could be read!* 
The historians had won the battle but the clever manipulators of technology had 
won the war. The public’s interest was simultaneously served and defeated. 


Archival Politics and Relations of Trust 


The convolutions of the PROFS case and related lawsuits are a clear indication 
that however admirable efforts might be to depoliticize archival practices through 
laws and regulations, comprehensive legislation cannot fully regulate the ways 
archivists, and the agencies to which they report, hold and exercise power over the 
records that they control even in the most democratic regimes. Well-intentioned 
archivists are now working vigorously to assure that digital materials are free 
from dependence on particular software, and hence readable; and new provisions 
in Electronic FOIA legislation require in the United States and elsewhere that 
agencies subject to its provisions make “reasonable efforts to search” for records 
in electronic formats except, in the U.S. case at least, when such efforts “would 
significantly interfere with the operation of the agency’s automated information 
system.” Sophisticated new search engines also hold the possibility that archival 
documents can be searched internally for material pertaining to a scholar’s needs, 
opening the possibility for a whole new kind of finding aid. The costs of all of this 
can be significant, sometimes estimated as high as $1,000 for the work required to 
respond to an electronic FOIA request. The problem of overwhelming bulk also 
continues to affect how FOIA requests are processed as it did with paper docu- 
ment, if not more so. Still, politics in some form remains an inescapable part of 
archival practice in the post-custodial era. 

This is not in any way to minimize the egregious ways in which archives in 
authoritarian societies like the U.S.S.R. were politically corrupt, to depreciate the 
effects of overtly politicized repositories on historical understanding, or to express 
any lack of support or appreciation for the important efforts at democratizing 
archival law. It is to suggest instead, first, that the task of addressing adequately 
the objective questions of archival law, and especially those about its effective- 
ness, necessarily requires an understanding of the actual locations of power in 
the archives, and the subjective as well as objective ways this power influences 
administrative practices; and second, that the inability of any law to fully regulate 
this power means that archival politics, which is to say the administration of a 
society’s documentary past, are also fundamentally a matter of ethics and constant 
vigilance among interested parties. In other words, even with the protection of 
archival laws designed specifically with the public’s interest in mind, an archival 
scholar’s access to the past still depends essentially on relations of trust. 
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This dependency begins from the time a scholar initially enters an archival 
reading room—often a moment of some anxiety and concern. This nervousness is 
not simply because the archive itself is unfamiliar and scholars need to learn their 
way around. Instead it is because most researchers, and especially those who have 
come from some distance, have made important decisions about their time, 
resources, and research plan, only because the available general registers (or 
colleagues or archivists themselves) have suggested that particular archives hold 
records that will be useful for their research. The historian does not really know 
this yet, since few general registers in any archive inform users of all records that 
are archived, how comprehensive they are, whether similar or additional records 
may be housed elsewhere, or even whether they may be fully accessible. The 
scholar can only trust that he or she has been pointed in the right direction. 

Even detailed lists of holdings and descriptions of particular archival fonds or 
record groups requires the scholar to understand the archival principles that have 
led to its design and content, and then to trust that archivists have fully applied 
these principles to the material in an arrangement schema that is appropriate and 
transparent. The user must also trust that material is represented accurately in 
the descriptions of individual files. There may also be the expectation that the 
archivist has achieved a certain level of historical understanding of the material 
and may have highlighted the contents of those files without distorting what they 
may contain. This expectation is, however, predicated on the user’s own sense of 
what is historically significant. What may be considered a matter of competence 
and historical understanding on the part of the archivist can readily be seen by 
scholars as abject bias—implicit or explicit—in the processes that have come to 
structure the archivist’s work. Relations of trust again underlie the historian’s 
link to the archivist and the degree to which the historian and the archivist may 
at any point in time share a common understanding of the significance of the 
documents at hand. No archival legislation can assure transparency or create a 
particular set of historical categories in these matters. Even more important is the 
historian’s trust that unless the registers specifically say otherwise, no materials 
have been left uncatalogued or otherwise concealed, and that the collection was 
not distorted to begin with by an originating agency that held back important 
records. Again, verification other than by archivists themselves is almost always 
impossible, a circumstance that further shapes and delineates the complicated 
politics of shaping an enduring record. 

Especially with digital materials and the managerial demands of our post- 
custodial age, the organizational structure of a record group also involves a further 
level of trust, since the complex question of how documents should be organized 
involves important assumptions about how they relate to each other. Here one 
encounters important epistemological issues, since the analytic categories that 
structure the ways documents have been assembled and catalogued necessarily 
reflect a series of assumptions about what needs to be known, and hence what 
is knowable. This was always a problem in the process of the generation and 
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retention of paper records, but in the days when there was a convergence of histor- 
ical understanding between archivists and historians, and when this convergence 
was paramount in the archival process as a whole, scholars could reasonably assume 
materials were catalogued within well-defined and for some subjects at least, ana- 
lytically useful categories. In principle, this could always be verified in historical 
archives by looking at all the documents themselves, even if this was almost always 
impractical in any but very small collections. With the shift away from history and 
historical authorities that marked the opening of the archival divide and with the 
advent of new digital finding aids and searchable databases, the historian has had 
to confront the possibility that he or she may not find any useful directional infor- 
mation in these essential resources at all. The “moment of truth” must await the 
delivery of actual files, digital or otherwise, and the use of the documents them- 
selves. Even here, however, almost every use the historian can make of the material 
is still contingent on a set of assumptions, each difficult or impossible to verify: 
that through its agents, the archive has provided an authentic record that will 
verify some specific historical idea; that nothing has been held back; that the 
record is an adequate representation of the activity of the person or office; that 
digital or other reproductions have captured the original as well as technologically 
possible; and especially that the documents themselves have not been falsified or 
distorted in any way. 

It is at this point that the user may also have to confront directly the critical 
issue of restricted access, where power over the dissemination of knowledge about 
the past as stored in the archives is most clearly and problematically reflected. 
However necessary in principle to protect individual privacy or sensitive interests 
of the state, the very process of restriction creates a unique sphere of privileged 
knowledge, accessible only to a “trustworthy” few with appropriate clearances. 
Always among them, of course, are a select group of archivists themselves, whose 
professional codes of practice and responsibility require them to uphold the laws 
as written and to protect confidentialities as determined by the established 
processes for determining restrictions. The archivists’ control over the past in this 
capacity is not only very great in absolute terms, but again reflects potent relations 
of power. The researcher without access to restricted files knows he cannot see the 
“entire picture,’ that is, understand particular events or state behaviors that are 
defined as sensitive by the very act of restriction itself. He or she can only rely on 
the professional integrity of the process of restricted access—that material is 
being withheld because of clear national security or other stated priorities. These 
processes may be contained within an agency or may be in the hands of a docu- 
mentary review board of some kind. There must also be assurances that what is 
restricted as classified in the archives conforms to the law and that material 
scheduled to be declassified is done so in an expeditious manner. 

In states where Freedom of Information Acts can be used to pry loose mate- 
rials that are being withheld, the issue is even more graphic. The researcher will 
commonly receive a document that is partially blacked out, and where access to 
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the redacted material is not subject to any ready legal appeal. The black ink of the 
redactor explicitly reduces the legalities of state control to a relationship of trust. 
The researcher can only hope that the archivist has handled his material in a 
knowledgeable, professional, and responsible manner, knowing the many reasons 
why this might not necessarily be so. In this case the archival function of docu- 
mentation may be delegated to a specifically trained legal staff whose responsi- 
bility is to the letter of the law in the determination of exemptions to FOIA. 

Here again are fundamental practices in which archival politics, which in 
essence reflect a kind of power over the past, are not fully understood by histo- 
rians because they derive from a system of values and categories that are not at all 
historical. If a state archivist’s position is as that of a professional civil servant, 
the employees of a collecting archival institution are also subject to the legal and 
conceptual parameters that govern the agency and its records. Thus the archivist 
is always necessarily a broker of interests that derive from the sponsorship of the 
archive, itself a political function. When their roles as servants both of the public 
and the state conflict, archivists find themselves confronting difficult ethical 
dilemmas. 

What is the archivist’s responsibility, for example, when he or she knows that 
the relationship of classified materials to related unclassified documents clearly 
distorts the public’s understanding of an important past event? All of the sanctions 
created by law to prevent the revealing of classified documents or information 
are predicated on the assumption that secrecy protects vital state interests or 
safeguards individual privacy, and hence human rights and the welfare of society 
more broadly. But no laws, even the most progressive, allow the release of classified 
documents to demonstrate the state officials are allowing a misrepresentation of 
an event to stand, even if their falsification is obviously harmful to recognized state 
and social interests. 

The Daniel Ellsberg case is most often cited in this regard. A former govern- 
ment official who illegally leaked secret Pentagon materials during the Vietnam 
War, Ellsberg created a national debate on the appropriateness of the disclosure 
and legality of publishing secret information. Many applauded his efforts. Indeed, 
they had a major effect on the American public’s view of how the Vietnam conflict 
was being conducted. An archivist, however, would face the severest of sanctions 
for taking such an activist role. The action would be a violation of institutional 
policy governing the archive, as well as a violation of professional ethical require- 
ments that restrictions and closures of material be respected and consistently 
applied. To take on the responsibility as arbiter for historical truth with the 
intention of doing what is ethically right is a matter fraught with tensions and 
ambiguities. While it cannot be taken lightly, it also cannot in any very useful way 
be codified.“ 

Moreover, in purely practical terms the idea that archivists can know and 
understand the content of the vast series of records under their control is an 
anomalous throwback to the nineteenth century, when curators could read a 


Rethinking Archival Politics 181 


greater portion of manuscripts entrusted to their institutions. With today’s 
complex bureaucratic records, piecing together a story or a discovery takes an 
inordinate amount of time and deliberation. Rarely is a single document in a 
single file in a single collection sufficient to bolster a case for a narrative counter 
to a well-crafted official position. This kind of discovery is a research function that 
falls outside the boundaries of normal archival interventions. 

Sometimes research can expose wrongdoing, creating a moral imperative that 
transcends many established professional procedures. For archivists, this raises 
the question of whether social loyalties or personal values should supersede 
subordination to official representations known to be false. For historians it 
gets to the integrity of scholarship itself, since any collusion with government 
falsification in the creation, retention, and disposition of records undermines the 
integrity of all scholarship being done on the issues or events being falsified or 
concealed. At the same time a broader public must trust that the historian has 
read the documents carefully and has understood that the archival record is the 
product of multiple layers of intervention, both in the creation of documents and 
in the processes leading to their retention. In the end it is the community of users, 
that is of readers and viewers of the products of archival research, for whom these 
works must reflect the highest standard in the accountability and veracity both in 
terms of the historical interpretations they present as well as the standards by 
which the records themselves have been created and retained.* 

In terms of the opening of the archival divide, one must also emphasize, 
however, that if the archivist in his or her proclivity to do the “right thing,” is in 
fact used for particular and partisan purposes, trust in the archivist as a profes- 
sional broker among multiple and contending interests will rapidly erode. In the 
post-custodial age, when the interests and responsibilities of the archivist and 
the historian are fundamentally different, the archivist must be particularly 
attentive to balance institutional interests with those of broader communities 
of users to assure the retention of the record over the long term, and whatever 
its form, its effective access for future generations. 


The Limitations of Law 


By now it should be apparent that the law itself has its limits in terms of assuring 
free and open access to archival documentation: what we know as the historical 
record always derives from the convergence of the attributes the historian under- 
stands in the record and the interventionist processes through which it is shaped 
by the archivist. With the onslaught of the digital age, archivists like Richard 
Brown, Brien Brothman, Terry Cook, Verne Harris, Eric Ketelaar and others them- 
selves became increasingly aware of this convergence, challenging and even reject- 
ing in some instances their profession’s traditional claims to objectivity and 
neutrality regardless of the laws and regulations governing archival practice.“ 
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At the same time, it is certainly not the case that laws and regulations govern- 
ing archives are in any sense unimportant—just the opposite. Archival laws and 
regulations that assure open access to essential records and guarantee their pres- 
ervation are absolutely essential to the ability of any society to understand itself 
and assure this understanding in the future. Laws encapsulate a vital set of stan- 
dards. They represent social values and provide an explicit, as well as implicit, set 
of administrative directives. Together with an effective judicial process, they can 
provide an essential restraint on efforts to conceal information or otherwise 
restrict access, however costly and time-consuming their enforcement may 
sometimes be. Effective laws also codify processes, define roles, affect values and 
attitudes, and help set administrative styles. They represent a set of standards 
against which the administration of particular archives can be measured. Efforts 
to correct weaknesses and limitations in archival law also provide a valuable 
opportunity for focusing concern on the contending and interrelated interests of 
individual persons, society, and state, to which all state archives in democratic 
societies must be responsive.“ 

Still, the relationship of formal laws and regulations to actual archival practices 
is a limited one: the fundamental relationship between the archivist and the scholar 
in terms of processing the past is founded on trust, not on law. It is essentially an 
ethical, not a legal one. In the context of the archival divide, moreover, when the 
basic relationship between what comes to be called historical and the processes 
of preserving its documentary fragments still remains fundamental despite the 
distance between historian and archivist, those who create and maintain the record 
carry a high degree of moral, as well as social, political, and legal responsibility. 
This is best achieved, perhaps, through a self-conscious understanding of the way 
their work affects how the past can and will be understood. 

In this respect, the complex processes of digitization we turn to in the following 
chapter have created the need for a much greater degree of accountability for 
decisions affecting archival practice. In open societies committed to broad public 
access to archives, the politics of appraisal, acquisition, access, preservation, repro- 
duction, and even the training and management of archivists themselves may not 
involve the high politics of blunt ideological manipulation or concealment that 
characterize authoritarian regimes but they are vital fields of politics and power in 
both. In this respect as well, it is hardly surprising that one of the principal conclu- 
sions of the 1994 conference in Bellagio with which this chapter began was that 
even with the best of intentions on the part of well-trained archivists, access 
issues—the relations of power over the past—have always and everywhere been 
intrinsically problematic. 
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Archives and the Cyberinfrastructure 


Some years ago in a brilliant analysis of the impact of the printing press, Elizabeth 
Eisenstein proposed that while the invention proved “an agent of change,” its 
consequences were not evident quickly or dramatically, but unfolded initially in a 
slow and almost imperceptible way. Over time, of course, moveable type changed 
modes of communication, the nature and forms of discourse, and ultimately even 
seats of power.’ 

Whether historians will see Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, and Michael Dell as having 
affected seats of power remains to be seen. In striking contrast to moveable type, 
however, the personal computer and its own revolutionary effect on modes of 
communication and discourse has been sudden, all embracing, and global. As an 
agent of change, it has worked its presence into the fabric of nearly every human 
activity virtually overnight, recording and transmitting information in ways 
entirely unimaginable only a few years earlier. Like moveable type, the last great 
revolution in written communication, computers have changed fundamentally 
the ways records and documents are constructed, transmitted, and archived. 

Even the word “archive” has taken on a specific meaning on the PC. No doubt 
millions of users employ it with little or no conception of what archiving means in 
a formal and institutional sense. Yet the computer revolution has dramatically 
affected formal archives as well, even if much that has happened is barely per- 
ceptible to historians. How archivists think about records, as well as the very 
notion of what “properly” constitutes an archive, have been challenged in funda- 
mental ways. 

What scholars know best is the computer’s impact on book publishing, libraries, 
and traditional print culture. When Google announced in 2003 that it would 
embark on a project to digitize the holdings of several major research libraries in 
a plan to assemble more than ten million volumes by 2012, it was obvious that 
dramatic changes were underway, even if their implications were not—and could 
not be—fully comprehended. What was clear was that this new “cyberinfrastruc- 
ture” would create radical new possibilities for scholars, and like moveable type, 
permanently change the culture of scholarship itself. 
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The possibilities of digitized archives have seemed very exciting. Expectations 
regarding access have been particularly high: historians would be liberated from 
the burdens and costs of travel; documents would be accessible by personal 
computer; full text searching would open the possibility of uncovering particular 
documents in obscure places, and even cross-referencing them with others. 
Perhaps most important, historians have imagined that the new cyberinfrastruc- 
ture—without in most cases the slightest understanding of how it actually 
works—would finally grant them their deepest and most cherished wish: that 
every document and record of possible use to future historians could now be 
saved. The cursed destruction of documents would finally cease once and for all— 
the “bulk” problem finally solved! All this presumably required was vast columns 
of servers and substantial amounts of money. 

These imagined possibilities belie a basic paradox of the new cyber age: more 
may actually turn out to be less. In fact, cyberinfrastructures do not have the 
capacity to preserve certain aspects of traditional scholarly environments. In our 
view, they may well affect traditional disciplinary certainties and practices as 
much as they open new opportunities and possibilities. While the march of 
information technology is transforming information resources, emerging digital 
archives are also permanently dependent on system designs, as we have seen. 
These are derived not from the needs or values of scholarship or the authorities 
that have, in various ways, historically governed archival processes and retrieval. 
They are structured instead by the principles of “data curation,” a new conception 
of archival practice based on processes of information technology and computer 
engineering. The documents in digital archives are digital not only in terms of 
their formats. The processes of their generation, acquisition, appraisal, descrip- 
tion, and preservation are also engineered technologically through the design of 
information management systems. 

Aside from historians interested in the history of technology, scholars have 
had little reason to engage the thinking or research of cyber engineers about these 
or other matters important to archival scholarship. Since these systems are being 
developed in response to challenges in the flow of institutional information and 
to problems with retaining digital records, historians are essentially passive 
consumers of new digital products and services. One could also say, of course, that 
once archival administration emerged as a distinct profession, historians have 
had very little say about what paper records were preserved. Yet the cyberinfra- 
structure places the issue of nonengagement on an entirely new plane. The engi- 
neering of new information environments affects how the future historical record 
will endure in ways entirely outside the historian’s control. 

What, then, can we expect from the cyberinfrastructure for historians and the 
archives that still give authority to their work? What is its impact on archival 
institutions as we have known them? What will it mean to have enhanced access, 
using one’s own computer instead of an archival reading room? How will scholars 
and archivists engage these new structures in processing the past? What are the 
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challenges in preserving digital materials? While our questions look to an unclear 
future, the structures and managerial demands of digital archives are almost 
certain to reinforce the separation between historians and archivists—between 
historical understanding and archival administration—that characterize the 
archival divide. 


Cyberinfrastructure/ Cyberspace 


In its relation to archives, cyberinfrastructure gained much of its present currency 
and meaning in a 2003 National Science Foundation report prepared under the 
direction of Dan Atkins, Professor of Engineering and Dean of the School of Infor- 
mation at the University of Michigan. The Atkins report saw computer-based 
information technology as a revolutionizing force in science and engineering. It 
defined cyberinfrastructure as the “layer of enabling hardware, algorithms, soft- 
ware, communications, institutions, and personnel” that lies between “base tech- 
nologies—the integrated electro-optical components of computation, storage, 
and communication” and “software programs, services, instruments, data, infor- 
mation, knowledge, and social practices applicable to specific projects, disciplines, 
and communities of practice.” Atkins and his colleagues emphasized that this was 
more than a consideration of the ways the computer would aid research in 
engineering and the sciences. Rather, they saw this powerful technology as trans- 
formative of all scholarship in significant and basic ways. Immediate access to 
information—the speed of access itself—would affect the pace of research and 
discovery while the breadth of access would transform the basis of discovery and 
the authority of findings. The speed and character of communication would 
transform the very notion of collaborative research.” 

As a National Science Foundation report, the Atkins study was read with 
interest in the sciences, engineering, and science-oriented medicine. It also gained 
considerable attention in the social sciences. Within the humanities, however, 
there was very little if any interest, and perhaps surprisingly, little reaction among 
archivists either. There were other initiatives underway at the time that seemed to 
signal more interesting change. Most notable for historians and other humanists 
was the Journal Storage Project (JSTOR), initiated by the Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation that digitized the most important journals in the humanities and 
social sciences. JSTOR was the first large-scale project presenting the transforma- 
tional possibilities the cyberinfrastructure held for these disciplines. Whole runs 
of journals were suddenly searchable in full text from a personal computer. 

As Atkins might have put it, JSTOR exactly reflected combinations of hard- 
ware/software institutions and communities that could transform patterns of 
scholarship, communication, and knowledge generation. Not only would access 
be radically simplified in terms of finding individual articles or the corpus of indi- 
vidual scholars, but users would be able to use JSTOR’s powerful search functions 
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to connect instantly to work in other disciplines, to voices from decades earlier, 
and to obscure references embedded within individual articles and otherwise 
inaccessible in any rapid, comprehensive, and hence practical way. Moreover cited 
works could be easily pulled up from the database, sent to a colleague, incorpo- 
rated into a syllabus, or downloaded to a bibliography—all quickly linked to the 
full text. Almost overnight, many scholars cleared their shelves of weighty and 
yellowing journal runs, no longer needed physically at hand.’ 

Did cyberinfrastructure then carry broader meanings for scholarship in the 
humanities and social sciences? Was this the reading room of the future, absent 
the well-worn tables, comfortable chairs, and silent companions? This aspect of 
the new technologies was more fully explored in a report prepared in 2005 by the 
American Council of Learned Societies on “Our Cultural Commonwealth.” To its 
credit, this study situated the cyberinfrastructure as a series of broad challenges, 
even as it recognized the potential for radical changes in source bases and delivery 
mechanisms that could transform the culture of scholarship. It explored these 
issues in terms of public accessibility, “inter-operability,” standards, copyright, 
and new scholarly methodologies, suggesting that the grand challenge to scholars 
in the humanities and the social sciences would be to collaborate with the prod- 
ucts and processes that emerged from the cyberinfrastructure. Yet the report did 
not directly address how libraries and archives, both as institutions and as modes 
of thought, were also likely to be transformed. The ACLS study simply recom- 
mended, rather unhelpfully, that humanists and social scientists had to be 
“engaged,” without suggesting how.* 


Archives and the New Institutional Repositories 


The ways in which cyberinfrastructure will supplant the traditional “infrastruc- 
tures” of humanist scholarship remain unclear. Archives and libraries are being 
challenged to adjust, without fully comprehending what exactly they are adjust- 
ing to. The challenges are both technical and cultural. The most significant 
response in recent years has been the establishment of electronic “institutional 
repositories” in a variety of locations, especially at universities. Some are campus 
specific, such as DSpace@MIT at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and 
Deep Blue at the University of Michigan. Others are more cooperative, utilizing 
electronic-archiving services such as PORTICO or open source software such as 
FEDORA.’ 

This was partly a consequence of the extensive work done in the sciences in 
the 1990s on the use of technology to support collaborative research. Univer- 
sities began to experiment with new forms of repositories in order to capture 
and circulate the “content,” as they called it, derived from their faculty’s research. 
These new repositories were archival in nature, since they derived from a core 
function of the university. In the words of information scientist Clifford Lynch, 
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they were “essentially an organizational commitment to the stewardship of these 
digital materials, including long term preservation where appropriate, as well as 
organization and access or distribution.”® With DSpace, Deep Blue, and similar 
systems, scholarly output was no longer limited to the structures of journals 
and monographs. It could be mounted and circulated directly without the medi- 
ating processes of editorial or peer review that have long been part of scholarly 
publication. 

Central here was the new concept of “content management,” in which content 
can be text, voice, visualization, or data depending on, and based in, a variety of 
software. The established descriptive and organizational concepts and models for 
archives that have emphasized genre, origin, and authenticity, and that have 
focused on the integrating functionality of documents and files, were now chal- 
lenged by new electronic systems for holding content. As with the holdings of 
electronic institutional repositories, these new kinds of artifacts have had an 
entirely different relationship to print-oriented notions of authorship, edition, 
and the fixity of text. They constitute a new kind of “information artifact,” one 
that is very much system dependent. 

They also blend the notion of archives and libraries, since the repositories that 
hold them are essentially cyberspaces engineered specifically for content. The idea 
of book or manuscript has little value here because these artifacts are not objects 
with specific physical attributes and because their forms do not affect content 
or its delivery. In essence, they are new digital objects mounted in cyber reposi- 
tories—digital accumulations that for better or worse will constitute the histor- 
ical archives scholars will need to explore the social, intellectual, cultural, political, 
and other historical patterns of the future. 

As information in various forms is ingested into these systems, multiple links 
take users to specific parts or items in an instant or two. But in contrast to paper- 
based archives, what is easily lost in the process is an understanding of the struc- 
tures that bind the parts or items together. In effect, the item that appears on 
a computer screen appears as a specific and discrete “product.” It is “released” 
from its relationship to other materials or files unless the user deliberately tries to 
uncover its larger contextual meaning. In the hard copy world, these attributes 
are far more obvious. They are preserved by the physical need to pull an item from 
a box, a box from a shelf, or simply by seeing the file or item listed in a structured 
finding aid. In digitalized institutional repositories it is possible to search through 
Google and pull up an archival document or item without full indication of its 
date, version, relationship to other relevant documents, or the authenticity of its 
connection to particular administrative processes. 

While some involved in managing these systems have worked to map these 
attributes in ways that make context more readily apparent, a danger has been 
that one part of a digital site could be moved to a different storage site or erased, 
and the original links completely severed. Just as paper archives are vulnerable to 
theft, fire, and misplaced files, digital repositories have thus raised security issues 
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that also require new definitions, applications, and procedures. What these will 
be, how they are known, in what way they will be applied, and the extent to which 
these applications are part of the archival system design, are fundamental to an 
understanding of the content of these repositories. They are hence important 
concerns for digital archive users. 

Moreover, the management of traditional historical archives has been based 
on perspectives developed some time after the creation of the documents from 
the outside looking in as it were. A variety of authorities—administrative, legal, 
cultural, and even notions of the historical—may have formed the evaluative 
models for ascribing value to the archive’s holdings but such models have been 
almost entirely retrospective, engaged at the end of the life cycle of the record. 
In new “content management” systems, the perspective (and process) may be 
thought of as being from the inside looking out. The systems have to be engi- 
neered to capture all sorts of communications in all sorts of formats. Of necessity, 
the emphasis here has had to be on the “capture” at the point of the origin of the 
record. As a result most of the administrative systems that have come into place 
by the time of this writing turned out to be stressed by the sheer volume of infor- 
mation they accumulated, in great part because, in contrast to traditional archives, 
they have not fully established procedures to determine what was and was not of 
“enduring value.” This problem forced institutions like Ohio University to com- 
pletely redesign its administrative information systems, and IBM itself to begin 
work on solutions to e-mail “overload.” Of necessity, however, the focus of these 
efforts has been on efficient, as well as rapid, information flow and on effective 
computer response, not on issues of value or archival preservation. 

While working “from the inside out” thus has the possibility of capturing more 
content, even the best system designs cannot ascribe meaning to what institu- 
tions or societies produce, or discriminate among what is socially useful to retain. 
For example, the Internet Archive assembled as a result of the huge investment by 
entrepreneur Brewster Kahle holds some 85 billion web pages, but at least in its 
initial stages its material was accessible only to users with knowledge of specific 
URLs.’ On one hand, the vastness of this repository is something unimaginable in 
the print world. On the other, the absence of any physicality has created equally 
unimaginable challenges to the tasks of access, and perhaps even more to the pro- 
cesses of producing historical knowledge, since the repositories are engineered to 
capture vast amounts of content in indiscriminate ways. Archivists have no role to 
play in its appraisal and even in its retrieval, at least in the ways that have made 
traditional archives the essential foundations of modern historical scholarship. 

Will projects like the Internet Archive and Google Books further transform the 
patterns and styles of reading, replacing books and documents with their virtual 
counterparts? Most important for our purposes, what do these transformations 
mean for historical archives of the present and future, those sometimes grand 
physical monuments that permanently retain the artifacts of historical knowl- 
edge creation? There is little doubt that the cyberinfrastructure is changing the 
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processes of records creation and the authority of documentary evidence in fun- 
damental ways. 

Although much is uncertain in this continually changing cyber world, we can 
say with some confidence that individual scholars and scholarly communities will 
have to be active in gaining an understanding of, and even active in the shaping 
of, the ways these new digital archives will function if scholarly research and 
communication itself are to remain relatively transparent. This is equally the case 
for institutionally based archives and for the rapidly growing number of those 
that are institutionally independent. The archival divide will only deepen if 
scholars are unable to interpret what they find in these vast accumulations of 
digital content. It is clear, though, that “the train has left the station,” as our 
Russian colleagues might put it. With little if any “input” from historians and 
other scholars, the source formats in archives are already changing. Complex new 
programs are already being designed or in place. New protocols for access are 
already being engineered. How this will affect the ways future historical research 
is conducted remains an open, and very worrisome, question. 


Digital Archives and the Retention of Records 


The transformations of cyberspace have had a profound effect on archival practice 
and thinking. Although far from a reality in 2010, the very idea of a paperless 
office has stimulated archivists to reexamine the ways institutional activities and 
processes have traditionally been connected to records. 

Throughout the twentieth century, the processes of paper records generation 
in an institutional setting involved an “infrastructure” of their own, one consist- 
ing of secretaries and filing clerks who transformed texts of record into archivable 
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formats like “letter,” “memorandum,” “form,” “report,” or “minutes.” These record 
keepers took care to prepare the required number of copies, file them systemati- 
cally, and create what eventually became a permanent record, provided they 
deemed the documents to be valuable enough to preserve. The physical repository 
of these records and an essential element of the information flow was the prosaic 
filing cabinet, a “structural element” of paper records processing that commonly 
found room for less formal materials like notes, drafts, reference materials, or 
even an occasional doodle or two like those discovered in the cabinets maintained 
by John F. Kennedy’s secretary.’ The active intervention in an ideal situation of 
professional archivists in determining records of enduring value was assured 
when the contents of the file cabinet were packed up and sent to a permanent 
repository. At this point, theoretically at least, the expectation on the archivist’s 
part was that the documentation reflected a complete or nearly complete record 
of individual, office, or agency processes and transactions. 

Information technology has already challenged this culture of record keeping 
in radical ways. Indeed, the file cabinet as a system for preserving the record is 
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largely obsolete. In up-to-date offices, documents “of record” are now prepared 
mostly on computers that are the property of the institution or agency itself and 
connected to broad internal information systems. Such systems not only have 
their own particular formats and templates but also carry their own set of record- 
keeping parameters and expectations. To understand them, the archivist requires 
a seat at the table at the time they are designed as well as when they are managed. 

Each of the agreements, commitments, contracts, memoranda, reports, even 
significant “winks and nods” generated and distributed electronically in these 
systems also carry their own sets of attributes. They have authors, recipients, 
dates, and often the equivalent of a letterhead embedded within their operating 
systems and applied to all documents automatically. The identity of a recipient or 
their office is also a function of the institution’s electronic directory, which in turn 
is dependent on technicians to assure it is accurately and systematically main- 
tained. In many cases, of course, documents are prepared and kept outside these 
systems—on laptops, mobile devices, private e-mail accounts and the like. In 
effect, these are the equivalent of the unofficial diaries and private records that 
have been so important in the past to historical understanding apart from official 
records. Here, too, the medium for the retention of this kind of digital informa- 
tion is very unstable, even more so than with institutions. 

The termination or retirement of individuals also raises a different set of 
problems. “Cleaning out the office” means dealing with the contents of a person- 
ally assigned computer that often needs to be left behind. It is not uncommon 
now to find laptops that can connect to tens of thousands of e-mail messages and 
a countless variety of word and other documents, the elements of an essential 
record and accessible only through a particular account. Companies like Ford 
Motor have policies that prohibit personal use of company e-mail accounts. The 
policies of universities and other institutions are more ambiguous. Often per- 
sonal, professional, research, and business matters are conflated in a single e-mail 
system. In any case, to “clean out the office” someone either has to go through the 
accumulation of material and decide what to retain, clean and reboot the computer, 
or simply wait “until later’—in essence, ignore whatever need or value might 
derive from an archival evaluation. Even the delete key, however, does not usually 
erase all traces of what one might want to destroy. 

While retention was not a perfect science in paper-based information systems, 
the challenges of digital materials thus present significant problems for the 
archives because the varied elements that define the context and authorities of 
digital records are located in particular and often quite individualized technolog- 
ical systems. These in turn are linked by specific and equally individualized kinds 
of computer applications. The attributes of the digital records themselves are 
essentially unsystematic “tags of retrieval.” While they give a particular order to 
the records, allowing them to be filed in digital environments by common cate- 
gories like date, recipient, or subject, what in the paper world would have been a 
discrete memorandum is now typically created and found in a string or trail of 
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e-mails, text attachments, or other kinds of malleable formats. In some offices 
these documents may be copied to an assistant or secretary, and even printed out 
and filed in the old-fashioned way. Standards and commercial systems such as 
Documentum are only now emerging as the challenges of managing content 
is addressed in large institutions. Still lone authors or advocates have their 
personal computers and generate their own archives in ways that are still depen- 
dent on very particular software and hardware. 

The cyber world challenges even the idea of a permanent record. The specificity 
of individual formatting and style sheets to certain kinds of computers or com- 
puter networks effectively ties records to formats that themselves undergo 
constant and sometimes quite rapid transformations. Floppy disks become hard 
drives; hard drives become thumb drives; thumb drives get larger in capacity as 
they shrink in size; and since pockets still have holes, relatively large batches of 
records can often disappear on an airplane seat or taxicab even if they are some- 
place (and sometimes) backed up. What high school student now remembers 
what a 5% inch floppy disk even looked like, much less has the capacity to read its 
contents? Even the encased 3% inch disks—a real innovation a few short years 
ago—are now museum pieces.” 

In effect, records are now commonly “archived” internally in large, relatively 
undifferentiated, and often precarious files that commonly contain documents of 
potential historical value that are specific to one machine, hard drive, or server, 
even if they are systematically, intentionally, and institutionally preserved. Even 
backup files are two-edged swords for the archivist. While they carry the implica- 
tion that data once thought unimportant and therefore deleted can possibly be 
recovered, the delete key also implies that what is not needed or wanted is truly 
gone. Its recovery therefore distorts the more accurate record reflected in what 
has been saved. Finally, and perhaps most important, users typically have their 
documents on computers that they think of as their own, especially in institu- 
tions that tolerate use of their systems for both personal and official purposes. 
This inevitably creates a tension between what is personal and what is official, 
between what is properly the responsibility of institutional archive in the selec- 
tion and retention of documentation and what is at an individual’s discretion. 

As cyberinfrastructures have rapidly spread, these matters began to get a good 
deal of attention. Danish technicians, for example, moved aggressively to create 
comprehensive systems that both monitor and collect the records generated by 
governmental processes at the city and national levels. The Danish national 
archives began to require the content of all government information systems to 
be transferred to them every five years for full evaluation and review. There were 
significant variations in how individual offices responded to the program, but 
Denmark had at least defined a comprehensive approach. 

Where no such initiatives have begun the difficult issue for archives and 
archivists has been the absence of any transparent understanding or systematic 
institutional control over the way records are generated and kept. In effect, the 
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individual creating a record is now more often than not the curator of that record. 
Any solutions to the task of systematic record keeping—the preservation of those 
materials worthy of becoming a part of the enduring record—rest squarely on 
the generator of the documentation. In some places, such as the Bibliothéque 
Nationale in Paris, archivists themselves have tried to address this challenge by 
asking that those generating records “declare” their content, especially in terms of 
whether a document is a final (“official”) one or only a draft. At the point of 
“declaration,” the document can be transferred intact to a central institutional 
“holding” cyberspace. The formal archival functions of arrangement and descrip- 
tion then become a function of the how the system itself is designed. Residual 
documents not “declared” remain on individual computers and can be destroyed 
(or not) at their user’s desire. 

Here too, however, the appraisal of records becomes a function of the system, 
rather than one made by professional archivists if and when the documents are 
transferred to a formal repository. The ascription of enduring value still neces- 
sarily reflects quite individualized concerns. Even where guidelines are prepared 
to prescribe what should be saved or destroyed, their implementation still rests 
with the generator of the record, whether this is a person or the systems design 
itself, not with an archivist professionally engaged in and informed about the 
quite different tasks and needs of preservation. If preservation guidelines are 
embedded in the system itself to determine automatically what is saved or 
destroyed, the record that is ultimately preserved in the archive may be even more 
dependent on the provisional frameworks of records management rather than 
any consideration of potential future use. 

In other environments, notably corporate ones, content management systems 
are in place (or rapidly being developed) that try to limit or remove the authority 
of the individual to control information. When the Sarbanes-Oxley legislation set 
formal mandates concerning corporate responsibility in the aftermath of the 
Enron scandal, systems were developed that can troll through corporate e-mail 
and other communication systems, pick up certain documents, and move them 
directly to a central file with fixed requirements for disposition. While these 
systems have been carefully engineered to meet legal and administrative require- 
ments, they have no regard at all for the needs of historical or scholarly research. 
Indeed, they are typically structured so that the system provider itself has full 
possession of their content. In some cases, use of the information they gather 
is actually leased back at a cost by data management companies to its creators 
themselves. 

As the accumulated content eventually become part of the historical archives 
of the future, understanding what the records contain, and why, will thus require 
on the part of archivists and scholars alike some real understanding of their 
systemic origins, as well as the how and why they were used. Much more so than 
with their paper counterparts, the archival grain that comes to reflect what was 
encouraged or discouraged in the production of these materials is likely to be 
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extremely difficult to read by anyone not familiar with how the document gener- 
ating systems actually worked. In these circumstances, technical guidebooks out- 
lining whatever information the archivist can obtain in this regard may be an even 
more important “finding aid” than sophisticated search engines. Creators of the 
search engines themselves, meanwhile, may well need to consider the nature of 
their archives’ grain in engineering their retrieval programs if they are to assure 
that the materials they access accurately reflect the historical circumstances of 
their creation." 

Even with the best search engines, however, historians and others can hardly 
expect cyber archives to include anything resembling a complete record any more 
than they can in paper-based archives. Almost certainly to be gone are most if not 
all of the ancillary material that historians have often found so informative: the 
digital equivalent of penciled musings taken at a meeting, preliminary designs or 
thoughts, or documents like the notes former U.S. Supreme Court Justice Frank 
Murphy took at the Court’s weekly meetings and which remain one of the princi- 
pal sources for insights into its working. Even if the creators of documents saved 
their various musings, these are not likely to be “declared” individually or by a 
gathering system as records of enduring value. Matching paper content of desk 
drawers to digital files will be even more complicated—if someone thinks to clean 
out the desk! While some items may find their way to the archives through the 
personal donation, most will never become a matter of record. 

Nor could they be, given that the new digital world has only escalated the prob- 
lems of “bulk.” The University of Michigan, for example, was generating more 
than 12 million e-mail messages a day by 2008, a number that is exponentially 
higher in large and complex organizations like governments and international 
corporations. As the Bush administration prepared to leave office in 2009, the 
National Archives had to devise an emergency plan because officials doubted its 
new $144 million computer system could cope with the 70 terabytes of digital 
material it would receive. Although millions of White House e-mail messages 
created between 2003 and 2005, appeared to be missing from these files, and not 
recoverable, more than 200 million messages were still received. The total 
volume proved to be some 10 times larger than the Clinton White House left 
behind in 2001 and some five times greater than the contents of all 20 million 
catalogued books in the Library of Congress.” Historians and other scholars of 
the Clinton and Bush years now risk being drowned in a sea of data. 


Responses in the Archival Community 


Understandably, these challenges have been at the center of concern in almost 
all the major world archives and scores of lesser ones as well. As the realities of 
digitization became clear, archivists at the U.S. National Archives and Records 
Administration (NARA), for example, began working to develop a comprehensive 
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system to manage federal electronic records. Archivists there recognized that 
given the flood of digital materials arriving at their doorstep—and at archival 
doorsteps all over the world—one of the principal challenges they faced was iden- 
tifying the mix of software, hardware, and institutionalized cultural practices 
needed to construct programs to capture, organize, and make accessible records 
“born digital.” Reflecting the Archives’ 2006-2016 strategic plan, the NARA 2006 
Performance and Accountability Report emphasized that the development of any 
effective Electronic Records Archives (ERA) system would have to include “a com- 
prehensive, systematic, and dynamic means for preserving electronic records, free 
from dependence on any specific hardware or software.” It would also have to have 
the capacity not only to store materials in effective ways but also to improve 
preservation of and access to computer-based records into the future.” 

As with paper records of the past, a fundamental concern of archivists is that 
an electronic record be authoritative and reliable in its relation to its original 
purpose—that it be an authoritative and authentic archival document in the 
traditional senses of these terms. At the same time, the new technological context 
of records production has further stimulated archivists to think about what is 
“essential” and “authentic” about digital records in terms of their archives’ own 
requirements. A leading thinker on the subject, Luciana Duranti, has called this 
relationship the “archival bond.” In her words, 


At the core of archival science is the idea that every record is linked to all 
the records belonging in the same aggregation by a network of relation- 
ships, which finds its expression in the archival bond. The archival bond 
is originary, because it comes into existence when a record is created; 
necessary, because it exists for every record (i.e., a document can be 
considered a record only if and when it acquires an archival bond); and 
determined, because it is qualified by the function of the record in the 
documentary aggregation in which it belongs. . . . With electronic records, 
this understanding also allows us to identify means of representing the 
record’s relationships in a way that an electronic system will be able to 
recognize and maintain them in tact." 


Duranti’s idea has had broad resonance. Since the “archival bond” in her 
approach is the basis for determining reliability and authenticity, it also serves 
theoretically as a foundation for constructing digital archives. For example, it has 
helped NARA create a design for electronic records management that assigns a 
profile for every record type, and assembles these profiles in repositories that 
become the basis both for access and retrieval. In order to ensure the reliability, 
integrity, and authenticity of profiled records, NARA’s program also establishes 
its own agency wide control over all records under its administrative purview. It 
also creates special protocols to establish and implement access. Nonelectronic 
records can be similarly tracked and located, again with an emphasis on control. 
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In reviewing the enormity of the challenge, NARA archivists have concluded that 
controls over the use and styles of annotation, confidentiality, records transmis- 
sion, copying and especially over schedules and forms of retention are essential to 
make an electronic archive work.’ 

Having worked through some of the basic theoretical issues, NARA awarded a 
contract to build its Electronic Records Archive system to the Lockheed Martin 
Corporation, not generally known for its engagement with the humanities. Lock- 
heed Martin was to “deliver to NARA an initial version of the ERA system that will 
enable NARA to test the hardware and software on which all business processes 
related to electronic records will run. Early installation and testing of the infra- 
structure will ensure basic capacity and operability of the system before NARA 
staff depends on it in their work.”'® Over time, NARA’s efforts may well provide 
key components for historical and other scholarship in digital archives. 

NARA archivists themselves have anticipated this, noting in their 2006 Report 
that “just as electronic records have forever changed the way Government does 
business, the ERA system will change how NARA cares for Government records 
and how the public gains access to our holdings.” Given the relatively large 
resources at its command, NARA’s approach may well become the standard for 
digital archive structures in the same way the Library of Congress has standard- 
ized so much in the library world. It is important to note, however, that three 
years after NARA signed its contract with Lockheed Martin, the National Archives 
ERA was still in the process of being engineered. In addition to Lockheed, other 
technology firms, schools of information, engineering associations and univer- 
sities with significant engineering capacities had become NARA’s partners in this 
endeavor, but even as the access phase of its ERA moved into its final phases, the 
role historians and other academic users might play in its final design had yet to 
be announced.”® 

Other archives and archival collections have addressed these challenges as well. 
The system we have referred to at the Bibliothéque Nationale in Paris actually 
assembles its own digitized archives. Although only 3,000 employees generate its 
records, the Bibliothéque’s system has implications for much larger organizations. 
It does not attempt to harvest all of the documentation that its staff creates, but 
recognizes the actual practices of electronic records creation by formally assigning 
the task of final selection to the document’s creator. To counter the effects of the 
random ways digital records are created, amended, reformatted, and further 
amended in circulation, all of which threatens the integrity of collective authentic 
and authoritative records in digital archives, the system of authorial “declaration” 
in the French system determines which particular documents are transferred into 
the archival system. “Declaring” an e-mail, text file, or other document “validates” 
it as a record. The system itself then captures the metadata that is embedded in 
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the record in the form of its essential tags: “from,” “to,” “department received,” 
“department sent,” and “date.” Additionally, the creator of the document must 


also assign a descriptive classification to the record to preserve some sense of the 
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file relationship of one document to another. Thus authenticated, classified, and 
transferred, the document is automatically tagged to remain in the archives for a 
set amount of years, and then, on further review, either destroyed or marked for 
permanent preservation.’ 

Both the NARA and Bibliothéque Nationale systems still depend on the 
originator of the record rather than the archivist to appraise value—a significant 
departure from the established appraisal processes in paper records. The archivist’s 
activism here is concentrated instead in the design, management, and develop- 
ment of the electronic records system as a whole. Again, there is no provision for 
specific user communities, including professional historians, to inform the guide- 
lines for retention or disposition. It is not even clear that this would be practicable 
or even desirable, given the number of different communities interested in the 
content of the archive. Without this kind of mediation, however, digital archives 
will continue to be “system dependent” rather than “archive dependent,” which 
means that the authority of their records will depend on the degree to which the 
electronic programs that create and house them can respond to shifts in the basic 
informational needs of their institutions as well those of its users. 

Under these circumstances, it is again not clear how systems of this sort, 
whether or not they are called archives, will be easily understood by historians 
and other scholars—a requisite both for reading the archival grain and for con- 
textualizing historically the materials preserved. However excited historians 
might be about the retrieval possibilities of digital archives and the ways they can 
potentially extend access to everyone with a computer, they must be concerned 
as well about the equally great uncertainties of the digital future, especially in 
terms of the authority of digital documents and the processes of their retention 
or disposition. As Eisenstein demonstrated regarding the impact of print, the 
transformative agency of this new technology, whether engineered badly or well, 
is inexorably altering patterns of scholarly communication, information accumu- 
lation, community definition, and the production of knowledge itself. 


The Interconnectedness of Preservation and Access 


The historians’ dream that everything can be saved is certainly appealing to any- 
one who has ever walked expectantly into an archive and discovered that what 
they were looking for was not there. When the telephone changed the ways 
people communicated, it discouraged time-honored practices of writing things 
down. While every piece of electronic communication can at least theoreti- 
cally be saved, saving does not necessarily imply the possibility that it can be 
retrieved. Even in well-constructed digital archives where tags and other 
metadata designations allow materials to be identified, there remains the cursed 
problem of bulk. Google-like systems are not terribly useful when they return 
tens of thousands of hits. 


Archives and the Cyberinfrastructure 197 


What, then, should be preserved? Archiving huge amounts of electronic 
records of different and complex sorts requires particular archival and technical 
sensitivities. Digital records now include complex databases, digital photographs 
and videos, satellite imagery, audio files, HDTV files, web pages, geospatial infor- 
mation systems, and other huge aggregates of data, in addition to more common 
office files. Among archivists at the U.S. National Archives, the governing vision 
for their ERA system has complemented NARA’s official mission of “safeguard- 
ing and preserving the records of our Government, ensuring that the people can 
discover, use, and learn from this documentary heritage.” To do this, NARA 
affirms it must also “ensure continuing access to this essential documentation of 
the rights of American citizens and the actions of their government . . . and facil- 
itate historical understanding of our national experience.”*° But how, then, can 
preservation and access be ensured? Because digital documents are invisible 
until retrieved, any preservation system is useless without a corresponding 
access system that enables the display of its documents. Access and preservation 
are now two sides of the same coin. 

The National Science Foundation in the United States has been actively seeking 
solutions that would provide “reliable digital preservation, access, integration, 
and analysis capabilities for science and/or engineering data over a decades-long 
timeline” and would be able to “continuously anticipate and adapt to changes in 
technologies and in user needs and expectations.” Margaret Hedstrom, Seamus 
Ross, and other leading archivists engaged with these questions have pointed out 
that preservation is not just a matter of scale and capacity.” Most important is 
the challenge of making metadata archivally viable by describing digital objects 
with various kinds of tags: descriptive categories set within the language struc- 
tures used in the descriptive or tagging process. The conceptual frameworks used 
in creating these descriptions that go beyond the most essential institutional 
linkages thus need to be explained. For purposes of transparency, directories need 
to be maintained that are capable at a minimum of identifying the provenance of 
particular digital documents, which like paper materials are products of the social 
processes and knowledge structures current at the time they were created—the 
historical contexts that help explain their meaning. Since such time-specific de- 
scriptors worked into the cyberstructures of metadata will affect how it is arranged 
and retrieved, they involve critical issues of retrieval and access that are founda- 
tional to all archival systems.” 

Hedstrom and Ross have pursued these matters in the Digital Library Initia- 
tive, a commission they chaired for the National Science Foundation, and in the 
European Framework Programme of the Network of Excellence for Digital 
Libraries.” Their recommendation has been to automate the metadata in ways 
that allow it to change over time. While the technological complexities here might 
well be resolved, implementing the concept requires archivists to engage fully 
with the knowledge communities involved in developing and redeveloping 
sophisticated applications of artificial intelligence. At the same time, losses in 
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archived data are inevitable. In May 2009, for example, the New York Times 
reported on a “huge loss” at a National Archives record center of computerized 
data from the Clinton administration as a result of an “apparent security breach.” 
The Hedstrom-Ross report therefore also explored the idea of “acceptable loss” 
and the notion of “repurposing archives.” It suggested that consideration must be 
given to the question of how much loss in cyberspace is “tolerable.” Is a “system 
failure,” in other words, to be thought of as something like a fire in a paper repos- 
itory, or is acceptable loss even a sensible concept to deploy in designing huge 
digital repositories? 

A related issue here, of course, is that the digital environment is very much 
dependent on the stability of the digital storage media itself. Hedstrom and Ross 
have further suggested that “future user communities” might therefore “exploit 
stored assets” depending “on the analytic tools they have available to find relevant 
information patterns in the collection.” These tools might also allow historians 
and other scholars to find historical valuable material in what was digitally saved 
or even discarded by accessing cyber “voices” that are either evident or submerged 
within the system itself. Again, however, finding these voices will require at least 
a minimal understanding of how the digital repository was designed, produced, 
and engineered. 

While the possibilities of sheer capacity in digital archives are enormous, dig- 
ital preservation is thus far from a simple matter of storage. In the very necessity 
of discerning “relevant information patterns” in digital archives, there is an 
implicit call to archivists, historians and other scholars to engage the fundamen- 
tal processes of description here, just as they once did with paper materials in the 
long gone era of mutual interests, training, and scholarly commitment. 


Changing Institutional Infrastructures: 
The “Soft” Consequences of Digitization 


Most archives and archival holdings have existed historically within formally 
established institutional repositories whose function it has been to store and 
provide access to their documentation. Each archive has had both a physical and 
conceptual presence. By their very names, the National Archives in the United 
States, the Russian State Historical Archive, or the Archives Nationales in Paris 
suggest that they house the historical corpus of their nation’s records. Even local 
collections convey similar meaning: the Massachusetts Historical Society holds 
important manuscripts and archives whose very retention in that institution con- 
notes their enduring value. The same can be said with regard to historically vital 
institutions like the Bienecke Library at Yale University or the Houghton Library 
at Harvard as well as other equally important repositories and specialized library 
collections all over the world. 
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Each of these collections is not only associated with a particular specialization 
but with a particular (and often very impressive) physical space. Researchers con- 
sequently develop associations with their buildings, as well as their documents. 
These join the experiences researchers are also likely to have as they journey to the 
location, register as a user, find a good place in the reading room, and open their 
document boxes. Experiences like hefting the early inventories of the Archives 
Nationales or the Archivio Segreto Vaticano are also likely to make a distinct im- 
pression. In other words, there is a distinct physicality in the use of these reposi- 
tories, as well as a broad range of subjective associations that, among other effects, 
establish bonds with previous generations of scholars and deepen scholarly com- 
mitments. Few who sit in grand places like the First Reading Room of the Russian 
State Library across from the Kremlin in Moscow, the grand rotundas of the Li- 
brary of Congress or British Museum, or the elegant reading room of the Vatican 
Library can fail to feel somewhat “in touch” with the experiences, achievements, 
and struggles of earlier generations of scholars. 

We do not want to romanticize the experience of visiting great repositories. No 
matter how grand the building or how important the collections, archival research 
has always had its challenges. Still, the importance of these settings to scholar- 
ship has never been cause for much reflection. They have simply seemed to be a 
permanent part of the scholarly and cultural landscape, their very architecture 
serving as testament to the enduring scholarly values they reflect and the perma- 
nent importance of their resources.*® Visits to these places, the very physical 
process of entering their space and feeling engaged in the institutional histories 
and cultures of their collections, has thus served to strengthen the humanistic 
foundations of traditional archival and library research, lending a particular grav- 
itas to the research experience. 

Even in its infancy, it became clear that cyberspace would have a deep impact 
not only on the definition and use of archival materials and other artifacts but 
also on these defining aspects of traditional scholarly research. For many, the first 
sign of momentous digital change, akin to the end of their known research worlds, 
came with the demise of the card catalog, a fixture in almost all libraries through- 
out the world for more than a century. Reports that the information contained on 
millions of cards would be transformed into a single massive digital database 
caused even the baldest of scholars in some places to tear their hair.” The gradual 
discovery that the virtual information provided by new Online Public Catalogs 
(OPACs) was essentially the same as what was on the card was some relief, but 
some early users of OPACs regarded the acronym itself as something of a profana- 
tion and clearly missed the physical experience of using real cards. The browsing 
function of the new databases seemed particularly inadequate in comparison to 
the “serendipity” of finding a card that pointed to an unanticipated holding. 

At first these bibliographic databases were commonly placed in the same room 
as the card catalog, even existing side by side. (At the University of Michigan, and 
undoubtedly scores of other research libraries as well, who used which resource 
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quickly marked the differences in scholarly generations!) The virtue of this 
positioning was that the new tools were set within the venerable old space. They 
also required the same physical trip to the library. As we know, however, this 
changed rather rapidly. The emergence of an easily accessible Internet and a new, 
distributed computer technology soon made the trip to the library unnecessary, 
at least to use the catalog. The physical catalogs themselves completely disap- 
peared. Soon, of course, it became possible to search thousands of libraries from 
the comfort of one’s own desk, but here too, in a way, was a generational marker: 
current and future generations of students and young users had no awareness of 
even what using a “card catalog” was like and how it structured research. 

More important, neither young nor older users have much understanding of 
the conceptual contribution of the card catalog to the structure and limitations 
of current on-line access systems. As a result, users do not have full under- 
standing of the limits and possibilities of on-line access. The quality of the on-line 
search experience is almost entirely dependent on the quality of the OPAC and 
what “comes up.” Not only has on-line access become completely independent of 
conceptual links to the access cultures of the card catalog days; the physicality of 
the experience has also been completely transformed—absorbed, as it were, into 
the cyberinfrastructure. As a result, most physical connections that scholars may 
have are with collections themselves. Large complex integrated search databases 
still point individuals to specific places where a physical object is housed. 
Although there are increasing numbers of digitalized exceptions, searches in 
archives are still by and large focused on finding a physical manuscript, document, 
map, or video.” On-line access systems essentially remain on-line services of 
convenience for users in remote locations, designed to make the visit to the 
library or archive more efficient. The physical repository remains the essential 
research institution. 

Now comes the Google project, with its widely heralded capability of capturing 
millions of library volumes themselves on-line and linking them directly to an 
on-line search. References to these virtual texts, although in copyrighted cases 
not the texts themselves, were already appearing in some library catalogs in 
2008. As a result, users could now sit at their laptops in coffee shops, search the 
on-line catalog through a wireless Internet connection, find a book of interest, 
call it up if it does not violate copyright restrictions, and read the “book” itself 
between cappuccinos. At the same time one can pull up all kinds of things, from 
the mundane to the sordid—all from the same terminal. Gone is whatever stim- 
ulation that comes from being sequestered in a particular kind of physical research 
space.”® 

As many have become aware, the same changes are also happening within the 
community of manuscripts and archives. The Rose project at the Johns Hopkins 
University Library, for instance, has brought virtual copies of rare French illumi- 
nated manuscripts to a distant (and much broader) user community. A substan- 
tial portion of medieval manuscripts of the Morgan Library are also available 
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on-line. Portions of the collections at UCLA and at Oxford University have been 
mounted. And, recently the Stiftsbibliothek in St. Gallen, Switzerland, and the 
Vatican Library have announced plans to mount a substantial portion of their 
medieval and renaissance manuscripts.” In some cases, like the Valley of the 
Shadow project on the American Civil War, there has been an attempt to create 
something like the physical experience of visiting an archive. On-line users are 
guided to a virtual floor plan that shows “where” in the “building” the materials 
are housed. Here the artifacts of historical knowledge have been transplanted 
from physical places in real, sometimes centuries-old institutions, to cyberstruc- 
tures with no three-dimensional characteristics whatsoever.” Indeed, the foot- 
notes to this paragraph illustrate the point. Rather than pointing to artifacts that 
exist physically on the shelf, the authority of the paragraph rests on information 
housed in cyberspace and derived entirely from a laptop. 

As of this book’s writing, all these digital-based innovations may still be seen 
as enhancements to the work of existing institutions and part of efforts to better 
serve their users. They are still largely tied to specific institutions and play a 
supporting role to the work of libraries and archives that are located in specific 
buildings in specific places. Their on-line catalogs enhance access. Digitization 
enhances accessibility. All of this is widely and properly seen as important to 
research, historical and otherwise. The problem looming ahead, however, can be 
discerned from the fate of the card catalog. What will happen when the institu- 
tional links are less clear, or even fade away entirely, when the web presence itself 
becomes the institution and the physicalities of the traditional research experi- 
ence disappear? What will happen, in other words, when the digital-based delivery 
of content subordinates the perceptions, identities, and very physicality of the 
institutions themselves to the virtualities of cyberspace? While the cyberinfra- 
structure is unquestionably a tsunami-like force in transforming library and 
archival transactions and their cultures, it also has the capacity to transform the 
roles these institutions have historically played themselves in the production 
especially of historical knowledge. 


Transformations of the Artifact 


Change in the institutional infrastructure of historical research also has implica- 
tions for how we understand the artifact itself. The ways historians and archivists 
have traditionally processed the past has depended on physical interactions with 
its physical traces. While these often have taken the problematic forms of memory 
and experience, they have also been grounded in documents, manuscripts, images, 
and books—the traditional artifacts of historical knowledge. We must therefore 
be concerned about the implications of an emerging cyberinfrastructure on the 
authorities these artifacts reflect. Does the transfer from one technology to 
another diminish the authority of their content? 
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In this connection we must remember that the migration of texts from one 
technology to another is not itself a new occurrence. Current projects to digitize 
content rely heavily on both the existence of real books and our understanding of 
the legacies in print of reflection and scholarship. Yet many of the most authori- 
tative of these books themselves, including the Bible, Thucydides, Xenophon, 
Plato, Cicero and others, were assembled, defined, and printed in large quantities 
on the basis of contradictory manuscripts copied (and corrupted) many times 
over before the discipline of print defined their texts. 

Early explorations into the applicability of on-line systems to archives focused 
on library-based print elements like author, title, and page, since these were not 
only specific identifying and cataloguing markers, but provided sure links for 
citations. The hope was that similar characteristics could be defined for archived 
materials. Newer archival systems have tried to adjust these categories to the 
particular qualities of digital records, but the essential goal of on-line archival 
access systems has still been to bring the user as efficiently as possible to the phys- 
ical artifact, again allowing its use and citation. As with JSTOR and Google books, 
the finding aids of some digital archives have even been structured to deliver the 
artifact itself in digital form, relieving researchers of the need to even encounter 
the original, along with decades of archival dust and the burdens of travel. 

Up to this writing, however, these projects have all been linked to an under- 
standing of the physical attributes of the artifact. JSTOR delivers journal content 
in picture images of the physical pages from scanned issues of published volumes. 
The author, title, page numbers, volume and date derive directly from the object’s 
print forms. Google similarly delivers a digital surrogate of a book with an image 
of its spine and endpapers. Its latest technology even tries to simulate the experi- 
ence of turning pages. Although Google books rarely have reference to its library 
setting, interested researchers can still search for a stamped title page to find out 
where the book was located. Nevertheless, the authority vested in this evidence 
now derives from its “existence” on-line. The nature, structure, culture, politics, 
and history of the institution that holds the hard copy—indeed its very exis- 
tence—is irrelevant to the user. The situation is a bit different for manuscripts 
whose original copies can be consulted in only one place. For splendid illumina- 
tions and texts from the Rose project or from the manuscript digitization projects 
at the Morgan Library, their on-line markers points to a specific repository where 
the original can be seen and physically examined. The authority vested in these 
on-line digital versions is thus derived from their links to real artifacts in actual 
institutional locations. 

Does this matter in terms of understanding the nature of the artifact? And 
even if it does, do users really care? Most users of on-line documentation from 
Michigan’s Bentley library on the U.S. intervention in Russia’s civil war will never 
visit the library. Nor may they even be conscious that it exists. For the original 
rare medieval manuscripts digitized in the Rose project, it is not even certain that 
a visit to the library would provide an opportunity to view the original, since 
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access to these very rare, fragile, and light-sensitive materials is very difficult in 
any case to obtain. 

Increasingly, however, web-based information resources have no institutional 
home at all. Like Wikipedia, they are inhabited by a cyber community of informa- 
tion providers that freely assemble, post, edit, and even invent information. 
Among other problems, their materials are difficult to authenticate. They are also 
hard, although not impossible, to classify as sources. Totally detached from the 
discipline and thus the traditional authority of print cultures that fixed text to 
paper in the framework of a specified document or edition, they are also released 
from the institutional authorities that once assured their validity. The complex 
associational networks including institutions, buildings, descriptive materials, 
and even the underlying collection principles are in most cases totally nonexistent. 

In conception and authority, production of an encyclopedia like Wikipedia in this 
way is obviously completely new. Gone is any sense of edition, guarantee of fixed 
entries, clear authorship, or expert oversight that historically has given authority to 
the encyclopedia genre. Most important from an archival perspective, the con- 
stantly changing content of these sources cannot be archived in any conventional 
way. Snapshots might be taken at different points in time and archived as sequences 
of the material, but the archived result will still be a new category of “documents” 
structured apart from the contexts of their creation and even their creators.” 

Of course, there will always be those who will find “content” of perceived his- 
torical value and preserve it for the future, as specialized historical collecting ins- 
titutions have always done. But archivists understandably struggle with how this 
might be done when content is created digitally, stored in digital form in various 
kinds of systems, and communicated only through the programmed mechanisms 
of web-based access. Does it matter that a content item is a part of a particular 
collection? Can an item stand on its own outside that context? Is it important 
that a collection is a particular part of an institution-based program of accumu- 
lating certain kinds of historical materials based on particular understandings 
of the past? Again, the Leo Baeck Institute and its holdings on the history of the 
German Jews are instructive. Can a letter of the sort found in this rich repository 
be set usefully outside the broader collection of which it is a part? If it is impor- 
tant for scholars to understand the purposes of the Institute in order to fully com- 
prehend the historical significance of its objects, does not the digital transposition 
of the document also deprive it of important kinds of historical meaning?™ 


The Legacy of Print, the Threshold of Adequacy, 
and The Potential of Cyber Archives 


The vault of the Vatican Library contains some 70,000 manuscript volumes that 
represent a significant record of the transmission of textual knowledge from the 
end of the Roman Empire to the Renaissance. For the better part of a millennium, 
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up to the advent of printing in the west, these volumes represented the infra- 
structure of a manuscript culture, one that supported small but vigorous centers 
of learning all over Europe. This culture was supplanted over time by the emer- 
gence of print and the availability of texts in multiple copies. Over time, there- 
fore, and only over time, the importance of this manuscript-based accumulation 
of textual knowledge receded. Scholarship increasingly could rely on printed 
sources alone. The need to access manuscript materials directly in order to inform 
and authenticate different kinds of inquiries and claims passed through what we 
would call a “threshold of adequacy,” where printed sources proved sufficient to 
support arguments, foster inquiry, and produce and sustain knowledge. Many 
of the texts in manuscript form “joined” the print world, migrating in their 
published forms from one “knowledge infrastructure” to another. Others that did 
not migrate remained well cared for in select repositories. Although largely 
unknown, they were still available for scholars and scholarship. 

A similar process may be happening in the early twenty-first century. The 
growth of digital archives, only in their infancy in the 1990s, has obviously been 
prodigious. In the U.S. National Archives, electronic holdings have grown 100 
times faster than holdings in paper. One can only think that at some point, schol- 
arship and scholarly discourse may well pass another “threshold of adequacy,” 
where digital resources will eclipse paper-based resources as an adequate basis of 
historical and other kinds of authority. While there may always be concern that a 
particular print or manuscript source might contain important details that its 
digital form cannot capture, or that a paper watermark obscured in a digitalized 
archival document may be of historical significance, the corpus of digital surro- 
gates is likely to assume the same role as their paper-based predecessors and 
prove fully adequate to authenticate most research. Like the Vatican manuscripts, 
the paper materials may well be stored for many years in select repositories, but 
historical understanding of the current and future centuries will derive primarily 
from documentation that exists purely in digital form. 

Is this a good thing? The new epoch has provoked intense scholarly debate 
about the legacy of print. What will happen to the scholarly monograph, taking a 
degree of its authority from the distinction of its published from, identified by its 
appearance, heft, and sometimes even its smell? Through the Google project and 
others, a great portion of previously printed works will soon be in digital form. 
Older works may then be “rediscovered,” as “full text searching” pulls out citations 
that might never have been found through traditional catalog searches. Works 
that remain undigitized may well find themselves almost entirely out of reach. A 
few major print repositories, perhaps still known as libraries, may still hold stature 
for the print world comparable to the stature that the Vatican Library holds for the 
world of manuscripts, but while their actual holdings may survive, these will not 
be nearly as accessible or as used as their digital surrogates.” 

It is harder to assess the impact of digitization on archives. As of this writing, 
there is no project currently underway for archives and manuscripts comparable 
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to the Google book project. One reason is prosaic: for archives, the transfer of 
paper documents into digital form is more labor intensive and slower. 

Archives, however, also pose different and more difficult tasks. The connection 
of one item to another still needs to be maintained. Both large and smaller files 
and fonds need to be kept intact. While all documents are unique as individual 
items, they are also part of files with their own characteristics and ancillary mate- 
rials. The technological advances of microfilming served archival preservation 
needs quite well because of its inherent linearity: documents were simply filmed 
in the sequences of their files, with appropriate markers to delineate separate 
files, missing pages, and the like. In contrast, digitized archives need to specify 
these links and delineators by assigning metadata parameters that are unique to 
each item. While not impossible, the task is complex, laborious, and slow. It also 
requires the close attention of professional archivists. 

Moreover, since archives are by nature unique collections with unique records, 
there is no comparable scale of efficiency in their digitization. In contrast, say, to 
the JSTOR project, where digitizing journals allowed thousands of back copies 
to be discarded, few archival artifacts preserved for their enduring value are likely 
to go to the shredder. There is also the question of scale. The Google project may 
involve more than 3 billion images if one estimates its results on the basis of 
10 million books averaging 300 pages each. Although 3 billion is a daunting 
number, the U.S. National Archives estimates that it would take 9 billion images 
to digitize its paper holdings alone. Paper-based archives and archival collections 
will thus be with us for some time. As a result, the attention of archivists of neces- 
sity is turning toward the challenges of assembling and maintaining archives of 
documentation “born digital,” and bearing the potential of transforming histor- 
ical scholarship in ways we cannot fully envision. 

Of course, the paper world has never been perfect. All sorts of people in the 
past destroyed letters, burned memoranda, and shredded files. Such is the stuff of 
the history of archives, of history itself. Still, the digital age holds the possibility 
of records entirely unmediated by long-established processes of records appraisal, 
a quintessential function of the archives and at the core of archival professional 
practice despite its complex and often controversial aspects, as we have seen. 
There is also the possibility, as Arden Bement, Director of the U.S. National Science 
Foundation, suggested in 2007, that any current digital records management 
system might prove totally inadequate for future needs. In his view, we may be 
“entering a second revolution in information technology, one that may well usher 
in a new technological age that will dwarf, in sheer transformational scope and 
power, anything we have yet experienced in the current information age.” 

These conditions effectively bring to a head all of the issues that have captured 
our attention in this volume: the authority of the record, how historical meaning 
is ascribed to documentation, points of contestation in the access and use of 
archives, and, of course, archival politics. In the future, the most significant medi- 
ations of the record are likely to occur before it is even created, the consequence 


206 PROCESSING THE PAST 


not of serious reflection among archivists and historians after documents come 
to the archives, but of the way electronic systems are structured and records 
retention policies are articulated. 

Out of this breathtaking flurry of innovation, however, there is reason to hope 
that new possibilities will emerge to effectively collect and store archival mate- 
rials, as well as provide efficient access. Historians will surely benefit from this, 
but their full possibilities will only be realized through an understanding of how 
these systems are constructed, not simply through awareness of what records 
they hold. The mutual burdens of archivists and historians are thus to understand 
the technical processes now shaping their materials and to engage the processes 
of digital access in mutually supportive ways. Both will need to have a reasonably 
clear idea of their systems’ limitations, as well as their real possibilities, for 
historical scholarship. In sum, only if future scholars are well informed about the 
processes involved in creating electronic archives can they realize the full poten- 
tial of digital records for historical research and take full advantage of these new 
ways to process the past. 


11 


Can History and Archives Reconnect: 
Bridging the Archival Divide 


Archivists in many repositories remain dedicated to assisting historians in their 
work. As in the past, they continue working with scholars to link the nature of 
their collections to the complexities of historical analysis. Moreover, there are 
many instances where historians and archivists continue to come together on 
specific issues: the quest for institutional independence for the National Archives 
of the United States in the 1980s, for example, or the PROFS case in the 1990s. 
Still, the new conceptual directions in historical study and in archival work have 
moved historians and archivists apart, opening an archival divide. Given the cur- 
rent thrusts of archival work and historical scholarship, the respective underlying 
developments within the two professions are conceptually incompatible. 

In fundamental ways archivists have reached a new professional frontier. Of 
necessity, they have found themselves drawn closely into the process of digital 
records generation and the institutional values, priorities, uses, practices, and 
needs that shape their creation—the central processes touching the design and 
circulation of information within specific institutions and organizations. They 
have had to be sensitive to the problems of “migrating” records, when the latest 
shift in technology forces stored materials to be adapted to new forms in order to 
be readable; and to electronic “viruses,” the contemporary version of Michelet’s 
archival dust that damaged the health of archivists and users as well as the docu- 
ments.’ With the possibility of preserving everything imagined to be of value to 
future research in electronic repositories with virtually unlimited capacities, digi- 
tization has also brought with it the prospect of instant, ultimate, and sometimes 
entirely unintended records destruction. 

The digital agenda for archivists—utilizing digital technology for description 
and access along with the complexities involved in managing the digital record 
itself—has thus come to dominate the professional discourse and identity of the 
contemporary archivist. It is important to note that this focus has not necessarily 
limited the interdisciplinary reach of archival concepts. Rather it has opened 
doors for archivists to engage problems in fields like medical informatics, docu- 
mentary forensics, data curation, museology, complex systems, and artificial 
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intelligence. Given all of this, it is hardly surprising that the role of historians in 
the professional activities of managing the archival record has ended. 

Moreover, the distance that has emerged between historians and archivists is 
also more than a separation between circles of professional interaction and 
training. As historians have opened new areas of exploration by reconceptualizing 
fundamental aspects of the historical process, their analytic categories have 
themselves moved far from the historical authorities that structured earlier 
archives, as we have seen, and even more so from the structural bases of new elec- 
tronic records. The archival divide thus reflects a division between divergent con- 
ceptual frameworks for understanding and using historical documentation. The 
days when historians and archivists considered themselves colleagues addressing 
problems of records with a common view of their historical significance has 
become part of archival history itself. 


Does the Divide Have to be Bridged? 


Should historians be concerned about bridging the divide? Should archivists? One 
could argue that archives have and always will exist in one form or another. The 
problems of access to, reliability of, and authority provided by records have always 
been part of serious archival research. Still, even in the digital age it is up to histo- 
rians and other scholars to dig into the materials as best they can to find the ma- 
terial they need, just as they have always done. As we have tried to demonstrate 
throughout this volume, however, good archival history—indeed, good archival 
scholarship of any kind—cannot be done without a clear understanding about the 
ways a repository has assembled and administered its material. In other words, 
archives are not only places where historical narratives are woven from the docu- 
mentation at hand. They have narratives of their own that need to be carefully if 
figuratively “read” before their materials can be fully appreciated and most effec- 
tively used. 

These archival “stories” are also multiple and unfixed. It is relatively easy to 
understand how and why state archives are reflections of the self-perceptions of 
state officials. As we have tried to show with our discussions of the Soviet and 
Russian archives, these perceptions can also change radically, either through rad- 
ical changes in the state itself, or more gradually, through the evolution of new 
values, practices, laws, and conceptions of civil purpose. Documents and records 
that might have been considered marginal in one context can suddenly have “en- 
during value” in another. One need only think of the changing contexts in which 
the archives of China, Japan, France, Germany, and virtually all of the states of 
Eastern Europe have been variously located over time, along with those of the 
former Soviet Union. The archives of South Africa are another case in point, while 
similar if less radical changes have also affected the nature of American and Cana- 
dian archives as the turn to identity politics and changing conceptions of the 
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importance of ethnicity, gender, and multiple pasts altered the practices of ap- 
praisal and disposition.’ 

Narratives embedded in the archives can also relate to particular kinds of social 
memory whose purpose might be to “forget” as well as to “remember,” preserve 
and inform. Appraisal decisions in these repositories must be understood in terms 
of objectives that are sometimes unspecified, sometimes quite specific. Silences in 
the archives can also be a consequence of social memory practices, while in care- 
fully managed “identity archives,” how memories themselves change over time 
and are reflected through a cycle of what John Randolph has called “production, 
exchange, and use,” is an important issue, in which “their evolving historical pres- 
ence makes certain kinds of actions and meanings possible.”* 

We know that archives are related as well to particular historical moments and 
derived from historically specific sets of emphases and the authorities governing 
practices and discourses at particular points in time. The authorities used by 
archivists in acquisition and preservation decisions are thus themselves temporal 
in form and conception. Times may change and the readings of archival holdings 
may evolve as conceptual frameworks change, but the archives’ descriptive appa- 
ratus remains rooted in particular understandings of the kinds of documentation 
that archivists and their institutions thought had enduring value, historical or 
otherwise, at the moment of their appraisal. When the dynamics of this process 
are obscured or concealed over time, archives can understandably seem simply to 
be inert places of record. 

Sometimes these conceptions are bared through the processes of social and 
historical confrontation, especially when foundational interpretations of the past 
are directly and forcefully challenged. This has been the case particularly with 
archives of colonial administrations, as we have described, where reading the 
archival grain becomes a particularly important aspect of studying imperial and 
colonial histories. The social processes of “truth and reconciliation” also illustrate 
the issue, as they have especially in South African archives. In these cases, not 
only are the narratives underlying established archives destabilized; the very 
nature and value of their records can come into question, both in terms of how 
and of why they were produced. Even in the most democratic of societies, where 
both state and nonstate archives have a civil (public) purpose, understanding the 
practices that have given their collections “enduring value” is necessary to under- 
stand the histories their narratives engage. 

The archives’ own narratives are therefore always more than “stories.” They 
constitute the foundation for understanding archival documentation in all of its 
forms. Even with historical collections whose original documents are entirely in 
paper form, these constructions are almost always invisible to an uninformed 
user who arrives, signs in, and begins to search through neatly arranged finding 
aids. In digital archives, they may be totally opaque, disguised by elegantly 
designed web-based locators and catalogues that are easy to “surf.” And unlike 
traditional archives, where the archival narrative is also created by the archivists’ 
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own conceptions of purpose and value, we know that digital archives currently 
allow no point of entry into the principles and practices underlying their forma- 
tion, other than what the computer screen itself reports. 

In sum, understanding archive practices and processes and how they have 
developed over time is fundamental to ascribing historical meaning to archival 
holdings. The common notion that historians can understand these practices in- 
tuitively is a recipe for poor scholarship. To write good history, scholars must 
bridge the archival divide by acquiring specific knowledge about archival pro- 
cesses, reading their archives as well as their documents, and by once again under- 
standing what their now distant archivist colleagues actually do. In important 
ways, this approach constitutes a new historical methodology in which the “source 
of the source” is carefully considered and explicated. While we have seen that a 
few scholars in anthropology and ethnography have already moved in this direc- 
tion, academic historians are still largely unaware of the importance in training 
their graduate students to comprehend the conceptual and cultural milieu in 
which their archival sources are created, structured, processed, appraised, dis- 
carded, and preserved. 

Can the same be said about archivists? Is the archival divide something about 
which they, too, should be concerned? Or is it simply the inevitable consequence 
of technology’s ineluctable flow, with its stringent and complex requirements for 
digital records management? It is fair to suggest that from the moment archivists 
separated professionally from historians, and in the United States, Europe, and 
Russia, at least, formed their own professional organizations, a professional resis- 
tance to the presumptions of many historians that they know best how archives 
should be administered has been part of the archivists’ mindset. Why, then, 
should archivists be concerned about extending their professional hands across 
the new divide, especially when administering modern digital repositories 
requires such different forms of training, and when the postmodern tasks many 
historians now set for themselves defy easy understanding? 

We believe there are two important reasons. The first concerns the links 
between archives and scholarship generally, and relates to the basic archival issue 
of provenance. The second, perhaps more important in practical terms, has to do 
with the help historians and other scholars can provide in easing what has become 
a critical problem for the curators of digital archives: how to describe their hold- 
ings in ways most useful to their users. 

Despite the great transformations in archival processes and technologies we 
have explored, understanding and documenting “what happened” still remains 
for most archives a core part of their institutional mission. The past may be as 
recent as a year or two ago, or more historical in terms of its relation to past pro- 
cesses, behaviors, and the age of archived material. As we have argued, even the 
administration of current records, paper or digital, requires a process for their 
temporary retention. How long “temporary” turns out to be may depend on many 
factors outside the archivists’ control, but even the most brief retentions requires 
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some perspective on “what happened” in order for the records to be effectively 
used. In other words, the underlying purposes of all archival institutions remain 
historical in the broadest sense of the concept, however little they may be focused 
on the interests and needs of historians. 

Many archivists schooled in the technologies of information management may 
resist the idea, but the inherent historicity of all archives leads us to suggest that 
understanding the kinds of questions scholars might want to put to the docu- 
ments may be as important as assessing their evidentiary and institutional value. 
Records in digital archives clearly have to be understood in these terms if they are 
to have some value beyond their current use, if they are to serve as future testi- 
mony to past processes and practices. Those who create, manage, and administer 
digital repositories are no less exempt from these concerns than their more tradi- 
tional predecessors. Moreover, archivists will only be able to maintain their 
important roles as reference counselors and curators if they have some under- 
standing of the historical issues implicit in their materials. This will also help as- 
sure that their repositories remain at least partially connected to the needs and 
cultures of all of their users, a position of civic responsibility that also has prac- 
tical implications for their necessary support. 

Private or “collecting” archives are no less exempt from these responsibilities 
and concerns than institutional or state repositories. One might imagine corporate 
archivists in those few firms that maintain research-oriented archives having little 
interest in these matters. “If someone wants to look at our documents, let them 
come” has certainly been an unwritten credo for many in the archival world. Yet 
rapid transformations can affect the corporate and institutional worlds as sud- 
denly and unexpectedly as they affect the state. Institutional and corporate records 
may suddenly be of importance to those interested in the relationship between 
gender bias and productivity, efficiency and cultural diversity, mentalities or 
morals, and the ability of a firm or organization to retain an effective workforce. 

The difference between repositories managed by those who understand the 
kinds of issues their records might be called on to address and archives managed 
solely by those focused on the internal order and technologies of their holdings 
might compare to the difference between history written by scholars who are 
archivally aware and that produced by those who are unable to read the archival 
grain. The question of provenance is central here. Provenance situates the record 
in the contexts of their creation without evaluating the relationships between 
these contexts and the kinds of questions scholars might want to ask of them. 


Bridging the Archival Divide 


It has never been the archivist’s responsibility to provide a descriptive finding aid 
that is responsive to all of the questions of all of their users all of the time. Such a 
degree of responsiveness has always been well beyond the capacity of paper-based 
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repositories, much less digital ones. Nor is the responsibility of historians to as- 
sure that the historical archives of the future can migrate to newer technologies, 
remain accessible, and contain the documentation needed for significant histor- 
ical research. 

We believe, however, that archivists and historians can work together to assure 
that the historical archives of the future are reasonably transparent in the nature, 
form, subjects, and origins of their materials. The challenges of technology have 
brought estrangement, but its constantly changing applications also offer some 
intriguing new possibilities for cooperation. One can imagine, for example, the 
extensive implementation of what might be called “parallel but linked” access 
systems, in which communities of scholars or scholarly associations construct 
their own standards or systems for assigning value to archival material, or other- 
wise layering them with particular kinds of scholarly historical understanding. In 
other words, one can imagine principles being deployed here that operate very 
much like those in “You Tube,” where access to videos is determined not simply by 
specific categories of metadata but also through a parallel system of commentary 
contributed by users who rate the value of what they have seen. Historians and 
other users could play a similar role in developing and maintaining comprehensive 
interactive archival finding aids in which documents and funds are identified and 
evaluated by well-defined communities of users in terms of their importance to 
specific kinds of historical enquiry. This approach was considered at the University 
of Michigan in connection with its Vatican Archives Project, and recently some 
web oriented “archivists” like Tim O’Reilly and Peter Van Garderen have been ex- 
ploring the idea in more systematic ways.* The Michigan initiative focused on pro- 
viding a formal computer-based descriptive system for the archives of the Holy 
See using standard archival descriptive categories. In addition to the needs of the 
archive, however, the project also tried to understand and accommodate the infor- 
mation needs of the research community and to facilitate researchers’ access to 
the records in terms of the kinds of questions they might bring to the documents. 

When the Vatican project was initiated in the 1990s, the Archivio Segreto 
Vaticano still relied on traditional conceptions of provenance in determining sys- 
tematic data categories and constructing the archival infrastructure of its hold- 
ings. In order to provide new, digitalized access to the Vatican materials, archivists 
working on the project, began to meet with scholars actually using the archives 
and discuss how they were approaching their topics. Many came from fields not 
closely associated with the history of the Holy See. As social and cultural histo- 
rians, art historians, and students of political science and theory, their research 
interests were focused not so much on the institutional processes underlying the 
archives’ formation and development as on those related to cultural, aesthetic, 
and social changes in the history of Catholicism: how, for instance, one could 
understand the identities of religious women in the nineteenth century, the 
nature of power relationships between colonial administration and indigenous 
populations, or the artistic patrimony of a particular church or shrine. 
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These kinds of questions were not readily researchable using the existing cate- 
gories that identified and described the documents. Scholars more often stum- 
bled upon the documentation they needed through the footnotes of other studies, 
rather than through a systematic examination of formal Vatican access tools. They 
then probed the same or similar sources in more depth, or in terms of their own 
research questions. In effect, these researchers were not so much searching for 
specific records as for the historical “voices” embedded in the documentation 
itself, to return to a nineteenth-century Rankean metaphor. These were more 
often “heard” by reading them against the “grain” of their bureaucratic contexts. 
To address this problem, the Vatican Project developed a system of identifying 
past research projects that had used particular kinds of documentation. Using 
these bibliographic links, “scope and content” notes were prepared to assist re- 
searchers in tracing earlier citations and made available on-line. By today’s stan- 
dards these were rather primitive efforts and rested on technologies that have 
long since been outdated. Still, they served to incorporate the breadth of scholarly 
interests in the ways these archives were accessed, and met an obvious and impor- 
tant scholarly need. 

Digital or web-based access has clearly opened the possibility for developing 
similar kinds of parallel finding aids more broadly. In addition to the official regis- 
ters prepared by the responsible archivists, scholars using materials could make 
their own contributions to interactive scope and content notes. These notes could 
also link to major bibliographic references or use the search capacities of a repos- 
itory like JSTOR to find additional citations in scores of different works. In effect, 
scholars themselves could then participate in the processes of archival descrip- 
tion. In the Vatican case again, bibliographies of work based on the Archivio Seg- 
reto holdings have been issued since 1962, organized according to the individual 
fonds that were used. These could easily be scanned into the archive’s existing 
digitized access tools.” 

Digitization allows for other access innovations as well. Internet-based social 
networking technologies like “Web 2.0,” have the capacity to incorporate the ex- 
periences of researchers and archivists into the mix of more formal access descrip- 
tions. Annotations and even document “tags” to materials that researchers have 
used or archivists think are particularly interesting could readily become part of 
new interactive finding aids. So could longer comments from users. If readers can 
post their own reviews of books on Amazon.com, there is no reason why interac- 
tive finding aids cannot be put in place that allow researchers and archivists to 
report on their particular discoveries, note errors or problems with documents or 
files, or provide additional document references and citations. 

If these innovations are developed as parallel aids in ways that preserve the 
authority of the official archival descriptions and are closely monitored by archi- 
vists, they would be of enormous value to historians. They also could enable the 
sharing of access information among quite broad communities of researchers as 
well. The coming “Web 3.0” technology, the so-called “semantic” web, may also 
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make it be possible for a researcher simply to ask a question in a parallel finding 
aid that will be transformed through a battery of other reference tools, bibliogra- 
phies, and word searches to produce a cluster of documentary “hits” that are 
presented with appropriate contextual information. However improbable this 
might seem at the moment, given the inherent complexity of both the technolog- 
ical challenge and archives themselves, such a system may well become common- 
place in the future, providing the number of “hits” is actually manageable for the 
researcher. 

What is most important about the possibilities of such interactive parallel 
finding aids in terms of the archival divide is that they require the active engage- 
ment of historians together with archivists to make them effective. Since the 
infrastructures of digital archives rest on technical archival methodologies, archi- 
vists can use them to post information about how these methodologies may have 
affected the ways different kinds of documents were prepared, accessed, or 
grouped. Historians and other scholars who use the materials can suggest the 
kinds of keywords or other searching categories they found particularly useful. 
Others can then expand these lists. While the technologies used to create digital 
archives do not accommodate historical categories or authorities, as we have seen, 
the frameworks of understanding in all of history’s many new and traditional 
forms could still become an integral element of such parallel descriptive systems 
and guide researchers more effectively through complex digital materials. 

Different kinds of interactive finding aids based on specific historical interests 
could also be developed by archivists and historians who best understand those 
subjects, especially in identity archives or other more focused public archives or 
collecting institutions. Such “history-based” access systems could rest on under- 
standings of specific disciplinary languages, conceptualizations, and literatures. If 
scholars were willing to share their interests in an on-line finding aid, they could 
be particularly useful to other scholars working in the same or similar areas. As 
interests and conceptualizations shifted over time, along with disciplinary bound- 
aries themselves, these notes could easily be augmented or modified by new users. 
The construction and maintenance of these parallel systems would then become 
the responsibility primarily of their communities of scholarly users whose work 
was based on particular sets of archival holds or derived from particular ap- 
proaches to archives more generally. In this way, historians and other scholars 
could again be drawn into historiographical descriptive processes that profes- 
sional records managers and many archivists have, of necessity, abandoned. 

In our view, this would constitute a major shift in the relationship between his- 
torians and archivists. To contribute most effectively in these parallel systems, 
historians would have to learn more about the fundamental archival relationship 
between record and activity that continues to center the ways archivists process 
the past. They would need to be attentive to the complexities of appraisal, cata- 
loging, classification, and preservation, whether these are hidden in digital archives 
or more readily perceptible in their paper-based predecessors. Communities of 
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scholars would need to take on a much larger role in the processes of providing 
archival access. In effect, this would also represent a fundamental shift in how his- 
torians see their connection to archival repositories. Given the extraordinary com- 
plexities of historical research in the twenty-first century, however, and the 
extraordinary demands on the institutions that hold the archival record, we think 
this level of engagement by scholars in archival descriptive processes will not only 
be essential to the conduct of future historical research, but also, we would predict, 
intellectually quite rewarding. 

For their part, curators of these collections will have somehow to reengage 
with the scholarly interests of their users if they are to understand the full capac- 
ities of their vast holdings and continue their traditional roles as research coun- 
selors and guides. Few historians would deny the value (and pleasures) of their 
interactions with knowledgeable archivists in archival reading rooms of every sort 
and in every conceivable locality. While historical documentation in the future 
may be entirely in digital form and accessible from great distances, the archivist 
will still have a vital role to play in the creation of historical knowledge. In this and 
other ways, the archival divide remains a set of challenges that archivists and his- 
torians must both work to overcome. 
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